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Abstract
The development of healthy social emotional skills is critical for adolescents to
stay engaged in school, develop positive self-esteem, and engage in healthy relationships
over the course of their life. Adolescent girls seem to be particularly vulnerable during
the period of adolescence and attention must be paid to their specific needs. There is a
call for social emotional learning in schools to be more robust (especially during a crisis
like the pandemic) and more thoughtfully differentiated to meet the needs of all students.
The purpose of this case study was to understand if and how school leadership in one
rural middle school differentiated the social emotional learning program to meet the
needs of adolescent girls and, to understand the lived experiences of girls in that program.
Findings from this research revealed six important themes: the uniqueness of rural
education, a desire to educate the whole child, the influence of relationships, a need for
differentiation, the silencing of girls’ voices and disrupting the norm. The implications of
these findings suggest that rural school leaders need to create intentional, differentiated
experiences for adolescent girls to authentically engage in social emotional learning that
is supportive to their experience of being a woman in a patriarchal society.
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Chapter One: Introduction
In this chapter, I present the framing of my research study. I begin with a brief
discussion of the importance of attending to adolescent girls' unique social emotional
needs during middle school. Following this discussion, I will present my purpose
statement and research questions, theoretical framework, and research design. I will also
discuss this study's significance after a brief discussion of the limitations, delimitations,
and assumptions of this work.
Background of the Problem
The current global pandemic has exposed significant inequities in our nation’s
educational system and has necessitated a critical look at our students' most pressing
needs. In the Spring of 2020, at the height of the first coronavirus outbreak and amid
statewide school closures, the Colorado Department of Education administered a needs
assessment survey to all districts and Boards of Cooperative Services (BOCES). The
survey indicated that the top three needs of districts and BOCES across the state were (in
order): student emotional support, technical supports for delivering remote learning, and
online instructional supports for teachers (Colorado Needs Inventory, 2020). Further, five
out of seven of Colorado's rural regions indicated that social emotional support was the
most pressing need for their schools (Colorado Needs Inventory, 2020). The critical need
for social emotional support for students, especially in underfunded and highly diverse
rural areas, is not a result of the pandemic. However, the heightened awareness of its
1

place in education indicates a shift in prioritization at a district level to attend to their
students' social emotional needs and a need to understand how the design and
implementation of social emotional programs impact all students.
Current research suggests that robust and intentional implementation of social
emotional learning (SEL) in schools can improve student outcomes, keep students
engaged in school, foster healthy peer relationships, and support responsible decision
making that will, in turn, lead to better long term life choices and outcomes (Dymnicki,
Sambolt & Kidron, 2013; Kutob, Senf, Crago & Shisslak, 2010; Roeser, Galloway,
Casey-Cannon, Watson, Keller & Tan, 2008; Tolman, Impett, Tracy & Michael, 2006;
Warren, 2016). While school leaders pay a great deal of attention to developing these
skills in early childhood and elementary school, middle school is also a particularly
critical time for developing strong social emotional skills. Like the early years of
development, middle school is a time when adolescent brains are experiencing a period of
rapid growth and neural connections that offers an opportunity for profound, lifelong
changes (for better or worse) (Dahl & Suleiman, 2017). During this critical time of
development, girls seem to be more vulnerable to outside influences such as peer
relationships and socio-cultural messaging, and a lack of attention to their specific social
emotional needs can lead to lifelong social, emotional, and academic struggles (Kutob et
al., 2010; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al., 2006; Warren, 2016). However, much of the
research about SEL at the middle school level does not consider the differentiated needs
of adolescent girls nor the very real influences of societal ethos when designing and
implementing SEL programs.
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Statement of the Problem
Researchers have spent a great deal of time focusing on the ways that increasing
academic rigor and standardization of expectations can increase academic success.
However, there has been less time spent examining how students' social emotional health
affects achievement and future success in life (Rutledge, Cohen-Vogel, OsborneLampkin & Roberts, 2015). How students experience the design and implementation of
social emotional learning programs receives even less attention. Specifically, there is a
dearth of research about if and how school leaders pay attention to these specific needs
and to the experiences of young women who participate in SEL programs (Pepler &
Bierman, 2018; West, Pier, Fricke, Hough, Loeb, Meyer & Rice, 2020). And importantly,
the research that does exist is mostly quantitative in nature which means there is a lack of
voice given to the lived experiences of the young women who participate in SEL
programs to which we must attend (West, et al., 2020). Because the existing literature
contains evidence that a lack of attention to the specific development of social emotional
skills in young women can lead to lower self-esteem, increased depressive symptoms,
and more difficulty in personal relationships, attention to the differentiated needs of
young women is critical (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor, Durlak, Oberle & Weissberg, 2017;
Tolman et al., 2006). One size does not fit all when designing and implementing SEL
programs, and attention to the differential needs of subgroups of students, particularly
young women, could have lifelong developmental implications.
When attending to the specific needs of young women, it is essential to
acknowledge that we live in a society founded on the value of patriarchy. In a patriarchal
society, power is primarily held by and transferred through males, so being male
3

automatically conveys a status of inherent or presumed superiority that results in
privileges and increased opportunities, including those in educational settings (Satina,
Solmon, Cothran, Loftus, Stockin-Davidson, 1998). hooks (2015) argued that a
patriarchal ethos permeates our educational system and that historically, it has denied
women and other marginalized people access to basic educational opportunities such as
foundational literacy. Scholars have further argued that the deeply embedded culture of
patriarchy and the desire to keep men in a dominant role over women also influences the
lack of female representation in the highest positions of power and decision making in
our nation’s schools (Marshall, Johnson & Edwards, 2017; Young & Skrla, 2012). If this
is the case, that women are seldom the ultimate decision-makers in a school system, that
a patriarchal paradigm impacts the highest levels of power in the system, and that our
educational system is rooted in the belief that women don't deserve the basic right to an
education, what does that mean for the young women who are currently in our schools?
Because we know that young women are particularly attuned to societal messaging
during their adolescent years, including the influence of patriarchy, school leaders must
pay attention to their specific social emotional needs. In my queries of the extant research
on SEL in schools, I found that none of it approached SEL with a Radical Critical
Feminist lens or a lens that questions the role of gender stratification and power. Yet,
there is a call from contemporary researchers in the field to attend to the differentiated
needs of historically marginalized and underrepresented students with unique needs
(Hoffman, 2009; Pepler & Bierman, 2018). This gap in understanding how SEL can and
should be differentiated for young women, understanding girls' experience of it in their
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own words, and the need to take into account the very real patriarchal societal norms that
continue to silence women, provided me with a clear purpose for this research.
Purpose Statement and Research Questions
The purpose of this research was to understand if and how one rural middle
school community supports the differential needs of adolescent girls’ social emotional
learning through the implementation of a social emotional learning program in the
school. Additionally, in this research I explored how adolescent girls experience social
emotional learning in that rural middle school. To address these issues, I posed the
following questions:
1. What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a school-based social
emotional learning program at a rural middle school?
2. How does school leadership in one rural middle school differentiate the design
and implementation of social emotional learning based on the unique needs of
young women?
Theoretical Framework
Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Theory of Human Development (Bronfenbrenner
& Evans, 2000) posits that the individual sits at the center of concentric rings of
influence. His theory attends to the unique characteristics of the individual who is
developing during these layers of influence. Bronfenbrenner's theory also outlines how
there is a give and take, or a proximal process, of energy and influence between the
individual herself and the elements that influence her (Bronfenbrenner, 1994;
Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). The circle of influence closest to
the individual (the microsystem) is comprised of the people and settings that most
5

directly impact the individual, such as family, friends, the home, and school. As the
concentric circles move outward (the mesosystem and exosystem), they begin to interact.
They are composed of systems and structures that do not directly touch the individual
(such as social institutions, governmental agencies, and mass media), but that
undoubtedly impact the individuals' development. Further afield from the inner circles of
influence lie the macrosystem and chronosystem that account for forces like cultural
norms of systemic racism and sexism and the impact of the time in which an individual is
developing (during a feminist movement, during a global pandemic, during the Black
Lives Matter movement, etc.) (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). At this time
in our collective history, with building energy in the feminist and the Black Lives Matter
movements, it is of the utmost importance that school and district leaders are paying
close attention to how societal norms and values impact adolescent girls’ development.
Because my interest was understanding how societal norms such as patriarchy and
sexism impact school leaders’ vision and implementation of social emotional learning, I
focused my attention on the macrosystem and chronosystem. This focus allowed me to
critically examine and deconstruct decisions and educational practices that may be
perpetuating the marginalization of women, understanding that decisions at any point in
school system ultimately impact those participating in it (Capper, 1998). And though
Bronfenbrenner’s theory acknowledges the impact of time (chronosystem) and
macrosystem elements like systemic racism and patriarchal values, the theory alone does
not allow for a critical look at those factors' effects. Given this, I engaged an additional
layer of theory that allowed me to highlight the specific concerns around women's
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oppression and marginalization. This critical lens made room for a more nuanced
interpretation of young women's social emotional development.
Radical Critical Feminist Theory emerged from Critical Feminist Theory and
radical feminism as a way to address both the need to critically question the
marginalization of all women and to specifically call attention to the belief that the very
systems that our girls’ are being raised in are rooted in patriarchal ethos. Critical Feminist
Theory has its roots in critical theory to question the role of power and social
stratification in understanding women’s lived experiences (hooks, 2015; Tong, 2014;
Young & Diem, 2017; Young & Marshall, 2013). Critical Feminist researchers have
“concentrated their theoretical and methodological efforts on to dismantling intersecting
and interrelated race-, class-, and gender-based systems of oppression and subordination”
(Young & Marshall, 2013, p. 977). Further, Critical Feminist Theory requires that the
researcher gives voice to those who are historically marginalized and to question the role
of patriarchy in our society as a system of oppression. Although Critical Feminist Theory
names the very real and deeply embedded ethos of patriarchy that undermines all aspects
of our lives, it falls short in that it does not explicitly name the structures that are
influenced by the deeply held beliefs of our nation, nor does it explicitly call for action.
Radical feminism requires that one questions and acts to change the social structures
(such as schools) that contribute to young women's continued marginalization and
demands that personal is made political (Tong, 2014). Given this, I also pulled from
radical feminism to call attention to the specific social structures that perpetuate societal
norms and refer to this theoretical model of inquiry as Radical Critical Feminist Theory
(see Figure 1).
7

Figure 1
Radical Critical Feminist Theory

This lens was an important one to add to Bronfenbrenner’s theory for many
reasons, not the least of which is the fact that his theory is necessarily White, malecentered work and does not adequately account for the myriad ways that being a woman
in American society influences the development of young women (see Figure 2 below).
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Figure 2
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory and the Influence of Radical Critical Feminist
Theory

Nature of the Study
To understand how one rural middle school community differentiates social
emotional learning in the school to meet the needs of adolescent girls' and the girls'
experience of that SEL programming, I engaged in a qualitative case study that utilized
phenomenological interviewing. Because this research was specific to one school site and
to deeply understanding the robust implementation of SEL at that site (and thus, bounded
by time and place), a case study was appropriate (Merriam, 2009). Additionally, because
I utilized Radical Critical Feminist Theory, the depth of understanding a social structure,
in this case, a school, aligned well with the call to critically examine social structures and
the influence of patriarchy on them (Donovan, 2012; Tong, 2014). Because case study
9

requires the use of multiple data sources, I included a three-phase interview with the
school leader, a student focus group, a staff survey, and document review to gain a more
in-depth understanding of the case. Notably, the use of phenomenological interviewing in
the student focus group allowed for intentionally designed interview protocols that lifted
the voices of the girls experiencing the SEL program, which is well-aligned with Radical
Critical Feminist Theory.
Definition of Terms
Adolescence: Lerner and Steinberg (2004) define adolescence as “a period of
development characterized by biological, cognitive, emotional and social reorganization
with the aim of adapting to cultural expectations of becoming an adult” (p. 16).
Radical Critical Feminist Theory: Radical Critical Feminist Theory examines the
role of power in our society as it relates specifically to the marginalization of women,
both past and present, and seeks to change the patriarchal social structures that perpetuate
that marginalization (Campbell & Wasco, 2000; Donovan, 2012; hooks, 2015; Tong,
2014).
Feminism: Feminism is “a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and
oppression” (hooks, 2000, p. xiii).
Girls/Females/Women: For the purposes of this research, I define
girls/females/women as people whose gender identity is female.
Middle school: Middle school in Colorado is typically inclusive of sixth to eighth
grades, and thus, a school housing sixth to eighth grade will serve as the definition of
middle school.
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Rural: For the purposes of this research, I define rural will by the Colorado
Department of Education's (2020) classification of rural schools, which is "determined to
be rural giving consideration to the size of the district, the distance to the nearest large
urban/urbanized area, and having a student enrollment of 6,500 or less.”
Social emotional learning: The Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning (CASEL) (2020) defines social emotional learning as:
The process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions
and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring
decisions.
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
Assumptions
In designing and implementing this research, I assumed that participants would
engage authentically in the work and answer questions openly and honestly. I also
assumed that the documents provided to me from the school staff for review were up-todate and complete. Finally, I assumed that if this research felt inauthentic or
unmanageable at any time, the participants would tell me so we could work together to
find a different way forward.
Limitations
Due to the myriad public health issues currently facing our nation, many factors
could have influenced the design of this research and or the results. First, it was highly
likely that I would not be able to conduct this research in person. This was indeed the
case, and the entirety of this research was conducted virtually. While there were technical
fixes for this issue (conducting interviews via Zoom and electronic transfer of files and
11

documents), there remained the issue of building relationships and rapport with the
research participants.
Additionally, due to the shift in school structures this year, the school's social
emotional work looked significantly different than it ever has before. To address this
limitation, I relied on the three-phase interview with the school leader to surface
differences in the SEL work's implementation and scope this year. The information
provided by the school leader in these interviews was used to triangulate the data
collected from the staff survey, student focus group and document review. And while the
adjusted implementation plan and scope shifted the focus of the conversation at times, it
provided an opportunity to learn about how school leaders are making shifts to
implementation of SEL in a virtual world.
There are two limitations that are important to name regarding the participants of the
focus group in this study. First, a limitation to this research is the way that I defined
“Girls/Females/Women”. I recognize that the definition I used suggests binary gender
and that this excluded those who identify as non-binary gender from participating. In the
future, I would consider a more inclusive definition that would encourage students who
identify as non-binary to participate and then work more explicitly to recruit those
participants into the research. Second, while I hoped that the focus group would
accurately represent the student body with girls identifying as White, Black, Latinx, and
Native, the group ultimately did not include any participants who identified as Native.
Given the school’s increasing diversity, particularly its Native population, this is a
limitation in terms of understanding the complexities of identifying as Native and female.
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Though these are both limitations of this research and are beyond the scope of this work,
they are critical issues that should be considered for future research in this area.
Delimitations
In designing this study, I made intentional choices to delimit the scope of the
work. First, I chose to focus solely on middle school because I was most interested in the
critical developmental years of adolescence for young women. Because middle schools
serve students during adolescence, it was an obvious choice. I chose a rural middle school
for two reasons: first, because of the documented need for attention to SEL supports per
the Colorado Needs Inventory Survey (Colorado Needs Inventory, 2020) and second,
because of my pre-existing relationship with the school. My prior knowledge of the
school leader's work with social emotional learning and the school's bent towards
utilizing the natural resources around them to enhance their SEL curriculum (i.e.,
adventure learning) provided access, and a foundational understanding was important to
embarking on this research.
Finally, the time frame in which this study occurred and the design of the research
that was amenable to virtual work was an intentional choice. Given the uncertainty of
what lay ahead in terms of the pandemic, a shorter research project that I could quickly
shift to a virtual space made the most sense. And while this could solely have been
viewed as a limitation of this project's scope, conducting research now, in a state of
complete and unprecedented disruption in our nations' schools, provided a unique
opportunity to understand how the pandemic is impacting the design and implementation
of SEL programs.
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Significance of the Study
At a theoretical level, pulling concepts from Critical Feminist Theory (Young &
Diem, 2017; Young & Marshall, 2013; hooks, 2015; Tong, 2014) and radical feminism
(Tong, 2014), I pulled elements from each theoretical framework to introduce a new
poststructural theoretical model for this study, Radical Critical Feminist Theory (RCFT).
My lens through this theoretical framework urged me question the historical
marginalization of women, the impact of that on our social systems, the impact of that on
young women’s social emotional development and the need to hear women's firsthand
experiences in those systems. Further, in this exploratory case study I utilized Radical
Critical Feminist Theory to ignite a dialogue about how deeply embedded societal
patriarchal beliefs influence our society's very structures. Capper (1998) suggested that
“educators taking poststructural perspectives [instead] seek to foster the natural tension
and disagreement that is inherent in educational practices by deconstructing them.” (p.
363). Specifically, and from this perspective, in this research I led school and district
leaders to pause and question if and how their decisions and practices reinforce
patriarchal beliefs at the student level. Further, utilizing Radical Critical Feminist Theory
provided a new way to look at the gaps in understanding the differential social emotional
needs of young women and encourages other feminist researchers to engage in scholarly
inquiry around our nations' systems, structures, and specifically, our schools. At a
practical level, findings from my study allowed me to add to the collective understanding
of how rural school leaders can and should think critically about meeting the diverse
social emotional needs of adolescent girls in their schools. My research provides school
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and district leaders with a deeper understanding of the importance of paying attention to
the unique needs of adolescent girls in their care.
By examining adolescent girls' unique experiences, this research can also
influence the design of policy that allows funding for SEL programs at a district level.
Attention to the funding issue could be particularly crucial in underfunded rural districts
who have indicated their dire need for SEL supports (Colorado Needs Assessment, 2020).
Specifically allocating funding for schools and districts to intentionally design programs
that push against the dominant, patriarchal narrative could support the transformation of
educational systems in very meaningful ways.
Chapter Summary
As school leaders pay more attention to the development of critical social and
emotional skills for the students in their care by designing and implementing social
emotional learning programs, they should also question the efficacy of their support
based on boys' and girls' differential needs. Further, attention to the larger societal
pressures and ethos and how that impacts both decision making at a leadership level and
the resulting development of social emotional skills at a student level could serve as a
crucial factor in creating SEL programming that truly meets the needs of young women
in middle school. In Chapter 2, I will provide an in-depth review of literature that will
support this call to action. After that, I will provide a discussion of the research
methodology that will support this inquiry. In the final two chapters of this dissertation, I
will outline the data collected and the resulting analysis, followed by a discussion of the
results and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature
The middle school years are a time of incredible growth and change in students.
This period, often referred to as adolescence, is "a period of development characterized
by biological, cognitive, emotional and social reorganization with the aim of adapting to
cultural expectations of becoming an adult" (Lerner & Steinberg, 2004, p. 16). The
monumental shifts in development that occur during this time impact how young people
develop physically, cognitively, and perhaps most importantly, socially and emotionally.
Research indicates that successful navigation of the formative years of adolescence can
have a significant and lasting impact on the future trajectory of their lives (Dymnicki,
Sambolt & Kidron, 2013; Kutob, Senf, Crago & Shisslak, 2010; Impett, Henson, Breines,
Schooler & Tolman, 2011; Roeser, Galloway, Casey-Cannon, Watson, Keller & Tan,
2008; Tolman, Impett, Tracy & Michael, 2006; Warren, 2016).
Students who develop self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision making in the middle school years are more
likely to be engaged in school, have closer peer and adult relationships, and ultimately,
greater academic success (Dymnicki et al., 2013; Roeser et al., 2008). Those who
struggle to develop these critical social emotional skills in the middle school years are at
higher risk for disengagement, are more likely to participate in risky behaviors, and
generally have increased mental health concerns (Gallup Poll, 2014; Warren, 2016). Girls
seem to be particularly vulnerable during this critical time in social and emotional
16

development because of their unique attention to external messaging (including societal
norms) and their need for healthy relationships (Impett et al., 2011). A lack of attention to
their specific needs can lead to lifelong social, emotional, and academic struggles (Impett
et al., 2011; Kutob et al., 2010; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al., 2006; Warren, 2016).
Given the recent research about the efficacy of supporting students in their social
emotional development, schools have started paying more particular attention to social
emotional learning to foster student growth and achievement. Moreover, a greater desire
for students to arrive at universities and the business sector with refined "softer skills"
like communication, collaboration, and leadership have pushed educators to think
differently about how they are developing the "whole child" preparing students for "the
real world."
Beyond the four walls of the school, however, lies a complex and powerful
society that influences all young people's development. To understand young women's
experience today, one must acknowledge the social and political climate in which our
girls develop. We are presently living in a world that, in many ways, has taken giant leaps
forward in the way that women are seen and treated. Still, in other ways, it has reignited a
patriarchal ethos that permeates all of society, including our schools. Our nations' schools
are likely not immune to President Trump’s ignorant remarks. He publically and
routinely suggests that women who speak their minds, those who defend their freedoms,
are "nasty women” (Parker, 2020). Nor are our young women immune from the constant
barrage of messaging about what it means to be feminine. Socially accepted commentary
about the "ideal body type" for women, including unrealistic images of female models
dressed in "feminine" clothes, and critiques of women who don't fit in the box of what
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our cultural norms define as womanhood, impact our young women in profound and
lasting ways (Impett et al., 2011).
The current political atmosphere has given rise to a new wave of feminism, one
that is fueled by outrage at President Trump who openly shames and demeans women
and powerful men whose need for dominance and control have unearthed decades of
sexual assault and abuse (Baer, 2016; Pruchniewska, 2016). The national outpouring of
love, admiration, and profound sadness at the passing of Associate Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsberg is an indication of how tenuous this nation's feminist ideals truly are. One
Supreme Court judge's decision is the difference between a woman being able to make
decisions regarding her reproductive rights and having the government decide for her. It’s
the difference between a continued fight for equality and a disastrous backslide into the
arms of patriarchy and oppression.
Indeed, the passing of Associate Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg will only energize
this #metoo feminist movement and the “hashtag” generation of feminists who continue
to pay homage to the past waves of feminism that have influenced the course of history.
And while scholars debate the efficacy of defining feminism in the form of waves, we are
certainly seeing the influence of each generation of feminists in the current rising tide of
unrest (Gill, 2016; Pruchniewska, 2016). The many waves of feminism that preceded the
current one have provided a foundation of social organization and activism for women's
rights against the patriarchal systems in which we all live. From the earliest wave of
feminism in the early 1900s, organized around white women's right to vote, to the more
recent waves that advocated for women’s reproductive rights and pushed back against
inequality in the workplace, each successive wave of feminism gave energy and
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motivation to the subsequent waves. And like their foremothers, this generation of
feminists is taking to public domains to make their demands heard.
Through social media, feminists and their allies share their outrage -- “the fourth
wave has begun to hold our culture’s most powerful men accountable for their behavior.
It has begun a radical critique of the systems of power that allow predators to target
women with impunity” (Grady, 2018, para. 65). The voices of the #metoo movement are
undoubtedly reaching the ears of our young women, but so are the voices of those who
believe that women should uphold longstanding gender norms around what it means to be
a woman (Baer, 2016). Research indicates that societal pressures surrounding young
women regarding standards of beauty, gender norms, and the sexualization of the female
body increase adolescent girls' awareness and evaluation of their bodies. The resulting
body objectification or assessment of one's body based on others' perception leads
adolescent girls to report increased depressive symptoms, especially in early adolescence
(Impett et al., 2011; Tolman et al. 2006). Further, research suggests that increased
depressive symptoms can lead to decreased school engagement, lower academic
performance, and increased risky behaviors (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017).
Scholars and perhaps, more importantly, school leaders need to pay close attention to
how they understand and support the development of social emotional skills and a
positive sense of self in adolescent girls in the midst of a deeply rooted patriarchal
system. To fully appreciate the experience of young women's social and emotional
development in the middle school years, it is critical to understand how adolescent
development occurs, the theory that underpins social emotional development and its
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intersection with societal pressures, and its efficacy supporting social emotional learning
schools. A discussion of each of these topics follows in this review of the literature.
Scope of the Review
The innumerable developmental, educational, and social influences on young
women’s social and emotional development made me curious about how schools support
girls' unique needs during the critical developmental period of adolescence. As such, in
this review I focused on the social emotional development of adolescent girls,
specifically in middle school, and how schools can and do support their healthy
development. I began this literature review by uncovering the myriad ways to understand
adolescent development and I specifically call attention to Bronfenbrenner's
Bioecological Theory to understand adolescents' social and emotional development.
Next, I focus on understanding what social emotional learning is and how it is used in
schools to support student growth, achievement, and success.
Methodology of the Literature Review
This literature review reflects a multi-faceted examination of extant literature that
took place over several years. I will outline the process of this review here. First and
foremost, I conducted this through a feminist lens in which I acknowledged that “girls’
development is shaped by and responsive to the sociocultural context of patriarchy”
(Tolman, et al., 2006, p. 86) and thus, I evaluated the literature for researchers’ attention
to the nuances of the unique experiences of being a woman in today’s society.
Keywords. Initially, a list of keywords was defined and subsequently employed to find
relevant literature. Those keywords included: female adolescent development, physical
development, cognitive development, adolescent brain development, Bronfenbrenner's
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ecological theory of human development, bioecological theory of development,
adolescent psychology, social emotional learning, social emotional development, social
emotional learning in schools, and social emotional learning in rural schools. When
searching for these keywords, I conducted a cursory search in Google Scholar and
delimited the search by the years 2010-2020 to capture the most recent articles related to
the subject. Once I identified articles in Google Scholar, I checked to ensure that they
were peer-reviewed. I then searched for the articles that met the criteria using the
University of Denver's Compass search tool. Additionally, I used the same search terms
in specific online databases, depending on their topic. For instance, I used PsychInfo to
search terms such as adolescent psychology and Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory.
Other databases searched include EBSCO, ERIC, and ProQuest.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria. For the most part, I included articles
published between the years of 2010-2020 in this review to ensure that I looked at the
most recent research. In some cases, such as Bronfenbrenner's seminal pieces, the articles'
dates were much earlier. It was essential to have Bronfenbrenner's own words in
describing his work. Other inclusion criteria for this review was research that was
conducted in the United States, was peer-reviewed, and whose focus was on education,
adolescent girls, rural schools, and middle schools. I excluded articles from this review
that did not meet the requirements of the specifications above, and those did not
specifically name females, girls, or women as a target population. Further, I excluded
articles that mentioned adolescence but were explicitly related to high school.
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Literature Synthesis and Critique
In this section, I organize my literature synthesis around the topics of adolescent
development, human development theories, social emotional learning, and the
implementation of social emotional learning in schools.
For many years, scholars defined adolescence as the time from the beginning of
puberty (approximately 10-12 years of age) through the time when young people
transitioned to the workforce (about 16 to 18 years of age). However, as the United States
has shifted from an agrarian and industrial society to one in which children are spending
a more extended period in school and transitioning to the workplace at an older age (postcollege), the definition of adolescence has necessarily shifted. Adolescence is now often
broken into three distinct stages: early adolescence (11-14 years old), middle adolescence
(15-17 years old), and late adolescence (18-20 years old) (Crone & Dahl, 2012; Meesus,
2018). In this review I will focus specifically on the period of early adolescence, which
corresponds with the typical ages of students in middle school in the United States
(young girls ages 11-14 years old).
Physical Development
Children between the ages of eleven and fourteen, the time of early adolescence,
experience the onset of puberty with an influx of new and complicated hormonal patterns
and rapid physical growth (Kroger, 2009). Adolescents experience an increase in
strength and stamina, new sexual desires, and a heightened awareness of how others
perceive their bodies during this time. With these physical changes, they begin to explore
a new sense of self, what it means to be an adult and how that identity fits into the world
around them (Kroger, 2009; Steinberg, 2005).
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Neurological Development
As the physical body begins to shift and develop, so too does the brain undergo a
similar process of rapid and significant change. While once thought to end early in life,
neurological development is now understood to occur throughout childhood and into
adolescence (Choudhury, 2017). There is recent evidence to suggest that there are two
distinct stages in which this happens. The first stage occurs during prenatal development
and early years of life, while the second stage occurs during the onset of puberty (Dahl &
Suleiman, 2017; Guyer, Silk & Nelson, 2016). The brain develops through millions of
neural connections that happen every second of every day. The ability of the brain to
continually adapt and change is called neural plasticity. More specifically defined, neural
plasticity is "a maturational interval when patterns of experience are shaping patterns of
neural connections in the developing brain" (Dahl & Suleiman, 2017, p. 23). Like an
infant whose brain is in a time of high neural plasticity, research indicates that the onset
of puberty creates a similarly active time of neural plasticity that allows for more
significant changes to occur (Dahl & Suleiman, 2017).
During this heightened time of neural plasticity, the brain's area responsible for
behavior regulation (prefrontal cortex) is the most capable of growth and change
(Choudbury, 2017). This neural development period is commonly characterized by
mentalizing or "the ability to understand the mental and emotional state and the
perspective of other individuals" (Guyer, Silk & Nelson, 2016, p. 77). Being able to
understand another's perspective also means that adolescents become more aware of the
way that others perceive them. Additionally, during this time of rapid development, we
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also see improved reasoning, information processing, long-term planning, metacognition,
self-evaluation, self-regulation, and how risk and reward are processed (Steinberg, 2005).
These developmental domains are particularly crucial to how students engage in
school and in peer and adult relationships. It is common to see an increase in engagement
in risky behavior and testing boundaries in relationships during this time that, while
challenging for parents, teachers, and peers, is relatively normal. These behaviors are
likely the result of a sensitivity to social status related to increasing reproductive
hormones rather than purely the individual's developing brain (Steinberg, 2005). As such,
while brain maturation plays a significant role in adolescents' affective behavior, so does
the social context in which it occurs (Steinberg, 2005). Because adolescents are
experiencing this period of rapid and significant change in their physical and neurological
state, their social and emotional well-being must be cared for to support them through
this transition.
Social and Emotional Development
The physical and neurological changes that occur during adolescence are related
to the individual's social and emotional development. Because of this, it is impossible to
talk about adolescent development without also acknowledging the rapid and significant
changes in their social and emotional development. As indicated above, adolescence is a
time of increased attention to the way that others perceive oneself. The addition of a
rapidly changing brain that balances the critical development of executive function and
decision-making makes adolescence a confusing, albeit exciting period of growth. While
this time is often tumultuous for both boys and girls, girls seem to be particularly
impacted by the social and emotional dynamics of the transition. Because of their
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heightened attention to peer and adult relationships and others' evaluation of them both
physically and emotionally, girls are at risk of detrimental outcomes if not closely
monitored (Kutob et al., 2010; Roeser et al., 2008). During this time of development,
attention to social relationships becomes increasingly important for girls (Pepler &
Bierman, 2018; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al., 2006). How she does or does not feel
socially accepted has an enormous effect on her self-perception and sense of self. When
examining girls and social emotional development, it's important to pay attention to the
impact of interpersonal relationships. Girls who do not develop positive social and
emotional health in these early years are more susceptible to lower self-esteem, more
depressive symptoms, and increased conflict in personal relationships (Tolman et al.,
2006). These increased risk factors can, in turn, lead to decreased engagement in school,
lower academic performance, and increased risky behavior (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et
al., 2017).
Additionally, when considering young women's social and emotional
development, it is crucial to consider the societal influences that uniquely impact women.
Given how adolescent females pay attention to the way others perceive them, young
women are particularly vulnerable to the influence of popular culture, the media, and
political ethos. And while masculine gender norms exist for young men, research
indicates that the sexualization and perception of dominance over women and the related
media and cultural images disproportionally impact young women (Impett et al., 2011).
Critical feminist scholars have attempted to address this issue in studying women by
examining the role of patriarchy as a cultural norm and then questioning the role of
power (or lack thereof in the case of many women) and social stratification in our society
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and its relation to how women experience the world. Further, Capper (1992) argued that
“education is a system that is composed of many discourses, all operating with various
levels of power. Education, in turn, affects all who participate in the system. Education
serves to both produce and reproduce societal norms and structures” (p 371). Theories
based on Critical Feminism such as Radical Critical Feminist Theory allow researchers to
examine social structures (like schools) and intersectional issues related to women and
necessitates the inclusion of historical context and the impact of women's continued
marginalization and thus is a useful lens through which to view young women's
development (hooks, 2014; Young & Diem, 2017). However, little, if any, research has
specifically approached adolescent girls’ social emotional development in schools from
this angle. I hoped to change that with this research.
Developmental Theories
Developmental theories help school leaders to understand how adolescents
develop socially, emotionally, and cognitively. As such, it is imperative that I explicitly
name the developmental theory upon which I based my study. From the multi-stage
approaches of Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg to the social learning theories of
Albert Bandura, Lev Vygotsky, and Erik Erikson, theorists have long attempted to
understand the specific ways in which individuals develop throughout the lifespan. In this
section I will first discuss developmental theories in general and then a specific
developmental theory, Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Theory.
Stage-based theories. Stage-based theorists assume that individuals develop
somewhat linearly, from one developmental stage to the next. Failure to successfully
complete one stage thus interrupts "normal" development. In this theory about human
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development Jean Piaget (1896-1980) assumes that an individual moves through four
distinct stages during early development: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete
operational, and formal operational. Piaget hypothesized that when individuals
experience disequilibrium or a challenge to their understanding in a specific stage, the
result is growth and development (Pressley & McCormick, 2007). In this stage-based
theory, Kohlberg (1927-1987) sought to understand individuals' moral development and,
like Piaget, claimed that individuals move through the stages in chronological order with
the resolution of one stage leading to the next (Pressley & McCormick, 2007).
Critics of stage-based theories argue that individuals move through development
at various rates due to factors that were not first considered by Piaget and Kohlberg, such
as gender, socioeconomic class, and differing cognitive development (Pressley &
McCormick, 2007). Further, the stage-based theories do not allow individuals to move
back and forth freely between stages; rather, they prescribe one stage's movement to the
next in a lock-step fashion. While these theories have their place in understanding human
development, their lack of attention to how context and personal characteristics influence
an individual's development leave them wanting.
Social learning theories. Social learning theories come slightly closer to
addressing the need for acknowledging other factors that influence development. These
theories move away from the industrial notion of a lock-step approach to human
development and toward a more socially conscious theory of development. Erik Erikson's
Psychological Stage Theory (1902-1994) holds a more structural, stage-based approach.
It acknowledges that as individuals develop, they interact with others, which necessitates
moral and cognitive conflict that, once "resolved," moves an individual to the next stage
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and conflict. Moving further away from a stage-based approach and towards a greater
emphasis on the individual's social interactions, Albert Bandura (1925-) theorized that
people learn through interactions with others and, thus, develop in myriad ways because
of those individual interactions. Along the same lines of social interaction driving
development, an early leader of social learning theory, Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934),
developed a theory of sociocultural developmental theory that allowed for understanding
the influence of social interaction and the culture in which one develops (Pressley &
McCormick, 2007). In both cases, however, there remains a lack of understanding or
accounting for how an individual interacts with their developmental processes.
While these theories are important and relevant to a larger conversation about
how human beings’ development, for the purposes of this study, I will focus on one
developmental theory that specifically accounts for both the influence an individuals’
unique attributes and the context in which they are developing, Bronfenbrenner’s
Bioecological Theory of Human Development. Critics of those who have utilized
Bronfenbrenner's theoretical approach urge those who base their research on this work to
be explicit in explaining his theory and how the researcher will or will not address certain
elements (Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield & Karnik, 2009). As such, in this section, I seek to
name Bronfenbrenner's theoretical approach explicitly and specifically call out how I will
utilize his theory in understanding the development of adolescent females.
Bioecological Theory of Human Development. Unlike the stage-based theories,
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) hypothesized that individuals develop not in a
systematic, chronological progression but through on-going interactions between the
individual and the world around them (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). In its most current iteration,
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Bronfenbrenner's theory is named Bioecological Theory to specifically call attention to
the living, breathing nature of such interactions. In his own words, Bronfenbrenner
defines development as “a lasting change in the way in which a person perceives and
deals with his environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). Further, to define what is
meant by “ecology” as it relates to human development, Bronfenbrenner (1979) provides
this:
The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of the
progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing human being and
the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the developing person
lives, as this process is affected by relations between these settings, and by the
larger contexts in which the settings are embedded. (p. 21)
While many of the theorists mentioned above hypothesized the developmental
trajectory of individuals in a set time and place, Bronfenbrenner’s theory, like a living
organism itself, has grown and changed over the course of its life.
Bioecological Theory of Human Development Phase One (1973-1979). In its early
conceptualization, Bronfenbrenner imagined that individuals developed because of
multiple systems of influence: the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, and the
macrosystem (see below).
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Figure 3
Phase one of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory reflecting the nested system of
interactive development.

The situation of the individual in the center of these nested concentric circles is
purposeful. Each system surrounds the individual and, thus, uniquely influences their
developmental experience (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The interaction of both the individual
with each system and the systems with each other shape the individual in the center.
First, the Microsystem. A microsystem is the complex of relations between the
developing person and the environment in an immediate setting containing that person
(e.g., home, school, workplace, etc.). Bronfenbrenner (1977) defines a setting as a “place
with particular physical features in which the participants engage in particular activities
in particular roles (e.g., daughter, parent, teacher, employee, etc.) for particular periods of
time” (p. 514).
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Next, the Mesosystem. Bronfenbrenner paid attention to how each setting the
participant engaged in interacted with each other and defined those interactions as the
mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). An example of this might be the interaction
between the family system and the school system.
Moving further from the center and the next ring of influence is the exosystem.
Though this system does not directly impact the individual, it comprises social
institutions, neighborhoods, state and federal government agencies, and mass media.
These formal and informal structures ultimately influence the mesosystem and affect the
individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).
Finally, this early iteration of Bronfenbrenner's model ends with recognizing how
cultural and societal ideologies influence an individual's experience and development.
The macrosystem thus accounts for these influences on the individual (Bronfenbrenner,
1977). In this sphere of influence, examples might be deeply rooted racial inequities and
historical patriarchal systems of oppression.
Bioecological Theory of Human Development Phase Two (1980-1993). While
Bronfenbrenner thought carefully about how the multiple systems of influence shape an
individual's development, he lacked a critical element: the individual herself. In phase
two of his theory development, Bronfenbrenner added thinking about how individuals'
characteristics influence their development and their interaction with multiple systems of
influence. This critical shift in the theory allows for a more nuanced understanding of
how an individual's temperament, experience, and emotions influence their interaction
with the systems influencing their development. Further, Bronfenbrenner began thinking
about the influence of the passage of time and the time period in which an individual is
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developing on an individual’s development and added a circle of influence beyond the
macrosystem called the chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner suggested that attention to the
time in which an individual is developing is important to understanding how the larger
sociopolitical landscape impacts development. This revised model of development
became known as the Process-Person-Context model (Rosa & Tudge, 2013).
Bioecological Theory of Human Development Phase Three (1993-2006). In its
final iteration, Bronfenbrenner thought more carefully about the element of time in his
theory. Building on his thinking from Phase Two, Bronfenbrenner accounted not only for
the passage of time but also for the historical time in which an individual is developing.
He also paid particular attention to the way an individual influences their own
development. He defined their active role in their development as a proximal process:
A proximal process involves a transfer of energy between the developing human
being and the persons, objects, and symbols in the immediate environment. The
transfer may be in either direction or both; that is, from the developing person to
features in the environment, from features of the environment to the developing
person, or in both directions, separately or simultaneously. (Bronfenbrenner &
Evans, 2000)
Bronfenbrenner’s inclusion of the historical time in which an individual is developing
and his attention to the proximal processes of active development drew me to this as a
theory to base my research on for a couple of reasons. First, as adolescent girls develop,
they are not immune to the influence of the historical time in which they are developing.
The current political climate of patriarchy and misogyny and its effects on the multiple
systems (macrosystems, exosystems, mesosystems, and microsystems) are undoubtedly
influencing our young people in profound ways. Bronfenbrenner's attention to the
proximal processes, as well as attention to individual characteristics, aligns with my
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theoretical and epistemological leanings. Specifically, Bronfenbrenner's attention to
individual characteristics in the process of development lends itself well to critical
feminist scholars' demand that individuals' intersectional experiences be paid attention to
and honored as unique lived experiences that influence the way women experience the
world and their development with that system (hooks, 2015).
However, while Bronfenbrenner's theory evolved significantly over time and has
moved closer to the need to account for the historical context in which the individual
lives, there remains a lack of specific understanding of how cultural systems of patriarchy
influence female development. And while a deep understanding of such is outside the
scope of this research, attention to this is essential to understanding girls' social and
emotional development in our nation’s shared history. Further, there is little or no
mention of Bronfenbrenner empirically testing and understanding his theory specifically
related to adolescent girls.
Despite these limitations, Bronfenbrenner's third phase of his bioecological theory
lends itself well to the study of adolescent girls' social and emotional development
because of its attention to the multiple spheres of influence, the inclusion of proximal
processes, and relationships as a critical element of development. The importance of
which we know is vital to the healthy development of young women. Further,
Bronfenbrenner's acknowledgment of the influence of time and period on the
development of an individual lends itself to an investigation of how the current rising tide
of feminism might influence girls' development.
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Social Emotional Development and School
Until very recently, attention to students’ development of social and emotional
skills has been limited to the early years of education, namely early childhood education
through elementary school. However, contemporary research indicates that students in
middle and high school continue to benefit from specific attention to the development of
these critical skills (Domitrovich, Syvertsen & Calin, 2017; Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor,
Weissberg & Schellinger, 2011; Dymnicki et al., 2013; Taylor, Durlak, Oberle &
Weissberg, 2017). If we collectively believe that attention to social emotional learning
(SEL) and skill development is critical in early childhood and elementary school, why
does it become less important during the transition between childhood and adolescence?
When students transition from elementary school to middle school, they
experience a tremendous change in their school environment. Adolescents go from being
the oldest students in the elementary school to being the youngest in the middle school
and likely encounter multiple groups of students and teachers as they transition from
class to class throughout the day. This social and academic transition can disrupt
adolescents' motivation to learn, their peer groups, and relationships and lead to
decreased academic performance (Ryan, Shim & Makara, 2013). Recognizing this
disruption in adolescents' lives, many middle schools have worked to become more
supportive environments, providing intentional support like social emotional learning
programs to ease the transition (Ryan, Shim & Makara, 2013). Leading researchers
(Domitrovich, et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017) in the field of education call for schools to
"leverage the unique developmental needs of young people during adolescence, including
their search for purpose and identity, the importance of peer relations, their attitudes
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towards themselves and others, and their metacognitive abilities" (p. 2) to design SEL
programming in middle school that truly meets the needs of adolescent development
(Domitrovich et al., 2017). As a result, many states have adopted social emotional
learning standards that require districts and schools to integrate social emotional learning
into their daily practice intentionally.
Social Emotional Learning
Social and emotional learning encompasses the set of skills necessary for young
people to form healthy relationships, make responsible decisions, have attuned social
awareness, and a positive sense of self (CASEL, 2020). The Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) (2020) defines social emotional learning as:
The process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions
and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring
decisions.
As part of their foundational work, CASEL has defined five core competencies
for social emotional development which are now widely used in research and practice
(CASEL, 2020; Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, Weissberg & Schellinger, 2011; Domitrovich,
Durlak, Staley & Weissberg, 2017; Dymnicki, Sambolt & Kidron, 2013, Taylor, Oberle,
Durlak & Weissberg, 2017). These five core competencies are self-awareness, selfmanagement, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making.
Table 1 provides definitions of these specific components (CASEL, 2020).
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Table 1
Definitions of SEL Core Competencies
Competency

Definition

Self-awareness

The ability to accurately recognize
one’s own emotions and thoughts and
their influences on behavior. This
includes accurately assessing one's
strengths and limitations and
possessing a well-grounded sense of
confidence and optimism.

Self-management

The ability to regulate one's
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors
effectively in different situations.
This includes managing stress,
controlling impulses, motivating
oneself, and setting and working
toward achieving personal and
academic goals.

Social Awareness

The ability to take the perspective of
and empathize with others from
diverse backgrounds or cultures, to
understand social and ethical norms
of behavior, and to recognize family,
school, and community resources and
supports.

Relationship Skills

The ability to establish and maintain
healthy and rewarding relationships
with diverse individuals and groups.
The ability to communicate clearly,
listen well, cooperate with others,
resist inappropriate social pressure,
negotiate conflict constructively, and
seek and offer help when needed.

Responsible Decision Making

The ability to make constructive
choices about personal behavior and
social interactions based on ethical
standards, safety concerns, and social
norms. The realistic evaluation of
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consequences of various actions, and
a consideration of the well-being of
oneself and others.

Figure 4
CASEL’s social and emotional competency wheel outlining the core competencies
necessary for social and emotional learning (“What is SEL?”, 2019)

What is particularly interesting about CASEL’s definition of SEL competencies is
its acknowledgment of the role of school, family, and community factors that either
support or inhibit social emotional learning and growth. Much like Bronfenbrenner's
Bioecological Model of development, the CASEL definition of social emotional learning
allows one to account for the myriad contextual factors that impact one's ability to
develop the critical skills of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision making.
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Social Emotional Learning in Practice
In 2015, President Obama passed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA
was a federal level revision of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, which
effectively opened the doors to schools and districts to think beyond academic success
measures as the sole criteria for student achievement (Eklund, Kilpatrick, Kilgus, &
Haider, 2018). Under ESSA, states had the freedom to include at least one measure of
"non-cognitive" skills as part of the school improvement framework. This invitation
allowed states to formally introduce a measure of social emotional learning and
development into their state standards and, thus, recognized that while math, reading, and
writing are essential to student achievement, so is the environment in which that learning
is taking place.
In their research, Eklund, et al. (2018) found that all fifty states have standalone
SEL student-level standards for early childhood education. Further, forty-nine states and
the District of Columbia have SEL standards incorporated into health or physical
education standards, but only eleven states have standalone SEL standards for
elementary, middle, or high school (Dymnicki et al., 2013; Eklund et al., 2018). In
Colorado specifically, social emotional learning is embedded in the Comprehensive
Health and Wellness Standards and is implemented in myriad ways.
Many schools implement social emotional learning as a part of their curriculum,
and early research indicates that these fully integrated programs are successful when
implemented well (Dymnicki et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2017). School leaders, both at the
school and district level are critical to the effective implementation of social emotional
learning programs. Often, these are the people who lead the vision for social emotional
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learning at the school and are thus highly influential in the selection of programming and
the implementation of the work at the school level (Jones & Cater, 2020; Kennedy, 2019;
Preston & Barnes, 2017). This is especially true in rural schools where school leaders are
not only instructional leaders but also tend to be more actively involved in the day to day
running of the school and can take a more active role in overseeing the implementation of
a SEL program (Preston & Barnes, 2017). Teachers are also a critical piece of the
implementation of SEL at the school level and research indicates that 93% of teachers
believe in the power of social emotional learning in schools (Bridgeland, Bruce &
Hariharan, 2012). Most of these teachers feel that an explicit focus on SEL in schools
leads to increased workforce readiness, increased attendance and graduation rates, and
overall academic success. These findings are not inconsequential when considering the
amount of time teachers spend with students and their intimate knowledge of what does
and does not work in moving the needle with students. However, what remains a
challenge is that schools and districts do not always allocate the appropriate funds to
support the implementation of SEL programs in their schools (Durlak et al., 2011).
SEL Implementation in Rural Schools
Rural schools typically fit into this category, lacking necessary (and sometimes
basic) resources and are often funded at much lower rates (due to variances in local
property taxes), especially in Colorado. As a result, rural schools must think
collaboratively about implementing SEL programs (Meyers, Tobin, Huber, Conway &
Shelvin, 2014; Nichols, Goforth, Sacra & Ahlers, 2017). Research indicates that rural
schools take a more collaborative approach to implementing SEL in their schools, often
pulling in school counselors, school support staff such as paraprofessionals, and outside
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community assets like mental health professions to support the work (Meyers et al., 2014;
Nichols et al., 2017). This approach allows for sharing resources that alleviates some
pressure and time from classroom teachers and administrators who may be at or over
capacity already. This type of community collaboration in rural settings often relies on
the school leader to seek out community assets and develop trust within the community to
engage those assets (Preston & Barnes, 2017).
Additionally, rural schools can be quite diverse in their student body population,
which adds an even more complex layer for implementing SEL well. As
Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Model of Human Development suggests, the individual
is influenced not only by what is immediately surrounding them (family, friends,
classmates, etc.) but also by the cultural and societal norms that surround them. In this
way, students who do not come from the Anglo, middle-class backgrounds that are
largely valued in SEL programs are influenced by the culture in which they are raised
(Jagers, Rivas-Drake & Borowski, 2018). Leading experts in the field suggest that these
cultural differences are not always accounted for in SEL program implementation, but
that attention to such differences is critical to all students' positive outcomes (Jagers et al,
2018; Jagers et al., 2019).
Social Emotional Learning Implementation in Colorado
In Colorado specifically, there are many ways that schools and districts think
about supporting the development of their students’ social and emotional wellness. ESSA
opened the door to a more systematic implementation of social emotional learning in
schools at a federal level and while there are state-level standards, local control of
districts in Colorado allows for flexibility in implementing SEL at the district and school
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level. Some schools implement a text-based, teacher-led curriculum at the classroom
level while others implement full-scale programs at the school or district level. Other
schools choose to support students with SEL skill development in classrooms only while
others incorporate external resources such as outside facilitators or out-of-school
experiences. A few Colorado schools have moved away from strictly text-based SEL
programs. They have begun incorporating more "out of the box" interventions such as
outdoor education to engage students and support SEL development. The global COVID19 pandemic has brought to light the critical need for effective SEL support for students.
A survey of Colorado districts and BOCES in the Spring of 2020 indicated that 52% of
those who responded identified social emotional learning as their most critical need in
response to the pandemic. Notably, six out of Colorado's seven rural regions indicated
that SEL support was their first or second most pressing need. We cannot ignore these
data. Our schools, especially our more rural schools and especially right now, need help
to support their students' social and emotional health. Despite this critical need for
support, what largely remains a question in SEL implementation research, both locally in
Colorado and nationally, is if or how schools are differentiating their SEL curriculum or
programs to meet young women's unique needs. And further, beyond the efficacy of such
programs, how do young women experience them? Are they working?
Empirical Evidence for Social Emotional Learning
In 2011, Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, Weissberg, and Schellinger conducted what is
now considered a seminal piece of research on the efficacy of social emotional learning
in schools. In their meta-analysis of 213 school-based interventions, the researchers
found that interventions focused on developing students' social emotional skills had
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significant impacts on both their cognitive and non-cognitive development when
implemented well. Research indicates that positive development of the five core
competencies of social emotional learning (self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making) results in increased
prosocial behavior, positive assessment of self and others, improved academic outcomes,
improved social relationships, and increased high school graduation rates as well as fewer
conduct issues and lower emotional distress (Durlak et al., 2011; Dymnicki et al., 2013;
Taylor et al., 2017). What has become apparent in the research is that the implementation
of SEL is critical to both its success at a school level and its efficacy at a student level.
Research indicates that schools are more likely to realize the positive outcomes outlined
above when specific criteria are in place. Beyond the criteria of the intervention, the
school climate should support social emotional learning. That is, when school and district
leadership, parents, and the community are supportive of SEL work, the social emotional
learning intervention itself is more effective at both a school and student level,
particularly in middle and high school (Domitrovich et al., 2017; Oldfield, Humphrey &
Hebron, 2016).
Further, the implementation of SEL interventions should be sequenced, active,
focused, and explicit (referred to as SAFE) (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones & Kahn, 2017).
Sequenced interventions are those that include a thoughtful progression of activities that
build upon each other. Further, those activities must be active in nature, giving students
an opportunity to engage in learning authentically. The interventions must also be
specifically focused on building social emotional skills. It is not enough to have SEL
skills development as an unintended, albeit positive, intervention outcome. The
42

development of SEL skills must be at least part of the SEL intervention's purpose and
focus. And finally, those skills must be explicitly named. When these SAFE components
are in place, the intervention's efficacy increases and students gain more and longerlasting effects (Durlak et al., 2011; Greenberg, Domitrovitch, Weissberg & Durlak, 2017;
Jones & Kahn, 2017).
While the extant research on the efficacy of SEL in schools supports the notion
that SEL is critical for student success in academics and in "non-cognitive" skills
development, what is missing from much of the research is both an understanding of how
school leadership is differentiating SEL to meet the diverse needs of young women and
an understanding of the girls’ experience of it. Much of the extant research around the
impact of SEL in schools and students have been quantitative in nature, perhaps because
much of the measurement of SEL is rooted in the desire to show quantifiable results for
the purposes of student and school outcomes (West et al., 2020) and given the current
educational climate's insistence on quantifiable results in schools, that comes as no
surprise. While this is not inherently bad (in fact, it is necessary to move the conversation
forward), it does not give us space to hear students' voices and experiences, particularly
those of young women who are continually silenced in a patriarchal society.
Chapter Summary
We now know that well-implemented social emotional learning interventions
have the power to change the course of a young person's life. Given the national push for
evidence-based academic interventions, it is no surprise that much of the research
regarding the efficacy of social emotional learning in schools is quantitative in nature.
The hard data that come from statistical analysis drive educational conversations forward
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and allow for schools, districts, and policymakers to justify spending the little funding
they must support it. However, now that the data tell us the numerical story, we need to
hear the story from those who experience it. We are missing a critical voice in the
research: the students and specifically young women themselves.
These gaps in the research, the lack of female student voice, the need to approach
the understanding of social emotional learning implementation through the lens of
Radical Critical Feminism and an understanding of how school leaders are accounting for
the differential needs of young women in the design and implementation of social
emotional learning programs, are what I sought to answer in this study. Specifically, what
are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a school-based social emotional learning
program at a rural middle school?” Additionally, given those experiences, how does
school leadership in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation
of social emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women? In the next
chapter, I will outline my research methodology including an overview of my research
design, research setting and my data collection and analysis methods.

44

Chapter Three: Methodology
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the proposed research design. First, I
present a detailed description of the research methods, including the type of research, site
selection, participant selection, data collection, and data analysis. Then, I discuss the
limitations of the study and how I planned for ethical issues. I close with a discussion of
my worldview and epistemological beliefs that frame my research design components.
Research Questions/Rationale
To understand how school leaders are addressing the differential needs of
adolescent girls’ social emotional learning in their schools and how those girls are
experiencing the social emotional learning program at those schools, I posed the
following questions: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a school-based
social emotional learning program at a rural middle school? How does school leadership
in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation of social
emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women? Ultimately, I hope this
research informs, shapes, and enhances the specific design and implementation needs of
social emotional learning for young women within K-12 schools.
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Research Design
Qualitative Methods. I engaged in this research through a qualitative case study. This
approach aligns with feminist research broadly and Radical Critical Feminist Theory
(RCFT) specifically in many ways, outlined in the section below. Radical Critical
Feminist Theory emerged from Critical Feminist Theory and radical feminism as a way
to challenge the marginalization of women within patriarchal social structures while also
acknowledging that to do so, we must lift and validate women's voices and experiences as
forms of truth (Donovan, 2012; hooks, 2015; Tong, 2014) (see Figure 1). Further, RCFT
pushes us to recognize that the "personal is political," and as such, there is a call for
women to share their stories to engage in "consciousness-raising" (Tong, 2014).
Young and Diem (2017) further suggested that utilizing critical methods of any
sort requires researchers to understand the historical context surrounding the issue and the
implication that history has on it. Given this, Radical Critical Feminist Theory examines
the role of power in our society as it relates specifically to the marginalization of women
and seeks to change the patriarchal social structures that perpetuate that marginalization
(Campbell & Wasco, 2000; hooks, 2015; Tong, 2014).
Further, a goal of feminist research utilizing Radical Critical Feminist Theory is
to push back against those social structures, such as schools, that continue to force
women and girls to the edges of society and highlight the stories of women to raise the
collective consciousness of the whole (Campbell & Wasco, 2000; Tong, 2014). Radical
Critical Feminist research calls for researchers to "respect, understand and empower
women" (Campbell & Wasco, 2000, p. 778), and "to capture women's lived experiences
in a respectful manner that legitimates women's voices as sources of knowledge" (p. 783).
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And all feminist research methodology, including RCFT must "reflect an ethic of respect,
collaboration and caring" (Campbell & Wasco, 2000, p. 775). Thus, qualitative methods
were appropriate because the use of interviews and focus groups allow the researcher to
gain the trust and respect with the women involved in the research, and allow the
researcher to authentically share their stories. It is important to note here that feminism is
not, by definition, a belief system upheld by women alone. For social systems to radically
shift, there must be allies across the population. Narrowly defining feminism as a
feminine issue is short-sighted. Men, too, can be and are fierce advocates of feminist
issues. While they may not have the lived experience of such matters, they are certainly
participants in the patriarchal system and can equally disrupt such systems.
Additionally, especially at this moment in history, amid a powerful uprising for
social and racial justice, I must name that the feminist movement is rooted in white
feminism. While black and multicultural scholars and feminists like bell hooks, Audre
Lorde, and Angela Davis have pushed back against feminism's myopic definition, the
feminist movement continues to marginalize women of color. This continued
marginalization within a historically white movement has inspired women of color to
push back against the traditional feminist epistemology and call attention to the ways that
intersectional identities (including race, class, and gender identity) influence one's
experiences as a woman within the feminist movement (Campbell & Wasco, 2000;
Davis, 1981; hooks, 2015; Tong, 2014). While an investigation of this additional layer is
outside the scope of this research, it is important to note here due to the study
population's diverse nature and this moment in history.
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Given this, I designed my interview questions within the frame of the myriad
identities that could influence girls' experiences within a school context. This attention to
the individual characteristics that impact a person's development honors the work of the
critical and diverse feminist scholars who have come before me and aligns with
Bronfenbrenner's theory, which centers individuals and their unique experiences at the
center of multiple spheres of influence during development.
How scholars have utilized feminist research is vast, especially in the field of
social sciences. Given that the purpose of Radical Critical Feminist Theory is to question
the patriarchal social structures that have contributed to women's marginalization in our
society, it seemed vital to understand one such system: education, and specifically the use
of social emotional learning in education. While understanding the broader educational
system was outside the scope of this study, I sought to understand how one school leader
thinks about and responds to young women's differentiated social emotional needs in a
society that continually marginalizes them.
Case Study
Because I focused on one rural school and sought to include an examination of the
SEL program design and implementation and the lived experiences of the young women
participating in the program, I utilized a case study design in which the school was the
bounded case. Case study, according to Creswell (2007), is:
A qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a
case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth
data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations,
interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a case
description and case-based themes. (p. 73, emphasis in original)
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Cases can be bounded by several factors: time and place, time and activity, or
definition and context (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In this research, the case was bounded by
time and place and was the school in which I conducted this research. In this case, the
school provided a bounded system where a social emotional learning program occurs.
Moving beyond one school site would have introduced myriad factors such as
implementation differences, school population differences, and school culture
differences, which would have complicated my understanding of how one specific school
leader addresses young women's social emotional needs. Additionally, to honor the
Radical Critical feminist lens through which I conducted this research, I developed
relationships with the participants to build trust and rapport and hear their authentic
stories. It was more possible to build these relationships when focusing on one school site
rather than multiple sites.
Further, and in alignment with Radical Critical Feminist Theory, a case study
provided an opportunity to collect data from multiple sources that allowed for a more
holistic understanding of a phenomenon (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The data sources
included interviews (both one on one and focus groups), a survey, and document analysis
(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007). Because case study requires multiple data
sources, this design allowed me to utilize multiple data collection methods and
intentionally design interview protocols to deeply understand the design and
implementation of the social emotional learning program in a rural school. Additionally,
and, importantly, it allowed me to understand and honor lived experiences of the girls
within the bounded system. This attention to lifting the voices and documenting the
experiences of the research participants is very much aligned with Radical Critical
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Feminist methods (hooks, 2015). The data collection methods inherent in case study
research align well with Radical Critical Feminist methods in that they value multiple
truths, utilize multiple methods, and seek to understand the social structures that
historically marginalize women.
Strengths of Case Study
Of course, there are inherent strengths and limitations to using case study as a
methodological approach. As stated above, a strength of case study is that it requires data
collection from multiple data sources, which increases validity and trustworthiness
(Creswell, 2007). Additionally, case study aligns well with Radical Critical Feminist
Theory because it allows for girls' words and experiences to be heard and documented
and, thus, honors multiple truths.
Limitations of Case Study
As in any research, there is an inherent bias in selecting the case to be studied,
which presents a limitation to this work. To help alleviate this limitation, I used a
reflective journal throughout the data collection process. To guide this reflective
journaling, I posed the following questions: How does what I'm hearing, seeing, and
reading connect, extend, or conflict with what I know and have read? How are my own
experiences influencing what I am hearing, seeing, and reading? How are biases shaping
my understanding?
An additional limitation of the qualitative case study approach is that it does not
allow for generalizability (Creswell, 2007; Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009). This case
study's findings are limited to the specific context where the research was conducted and
are not generalizable beyond the site. However, the research findings may be
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transferrable to other settings given the thick, rich description I provide below and later in
my data analysis section (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009).
Research Setting
In this section, I set the stage for the study by providing an in-depth description of
the study site and surrounding community.
Red River. A faint odor of sulfur greets you as you approach the tiny rural
mountain town of Red River, Colorado. The town, known for its natural hot springs and
plethora of outdoor activities, unfolds before you as you make the long approach from the
mountain pass to the east. Mom and pop shops, family-owned restaurants with photos of
local sports teams hanging proudly over the bar, and quaint lodging options line the main
street. Until recently, the town was almost exclusively these small, locally owned
businesses. In the last couple of years, larger commercial retailers have moved in (to the
chagrin of some townspeople) and provided more access to food and goods. Despite the
town's growth, the natural geothermal hot springs that the town is known for still line the
main street, emitting steam and a distinct sulfuric scent. Tourists from all over the
country flock to them to rest, relax, and rejuvenate. In summer, the town buzzes with
crowds of people who come to enjoy the expansive wilderness that surrounds the town -options for hiking, mountain biking, and exploring abound. In winter, locals and visitors
take advantage of the local ski area that often records record amounts of snow and lightas-air powder.
On the surface, the town looks like an idyllic mountain village. But like any
dreamscape, there are everyday realities that make Red River like many other rural
towns. Behind the majestic views and crowds of tourists, locals deal with the same truths
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of many other rural mountain towns in Colorado. High rates of unemployment, a
transient population, neglect, abuse, social issues – these are all felt by the people who
call Red River home (M. Shaw, personal communication, May 2019). While the town's
total population hovers around 2,000, the larger county has a population of over 12,000.
The demographic makeup of the county is largely White (76.8%), with Hispanic/Latino
(18.4%), American Indian (3.4%), and Black (0.7%) being the next most reported races
(U.S Census Bureau, n.d.). Interestingly, the population also skews toward an older
demographic of residents, with the median age being 50 years old. With a small
population of full-time residents, Red River is considered a small rural town despite its
high traffic volume in the winter and summer months.
Like many small towns, opportunities for young people to connect and gather can
be limited. However, because Red River is a mountain town surrounded by beautiful
mountains and rivers, many of the recreation opportunities for young people are outdoor
activities such as running, hiking, fishing, and mountain biking. Additionally, the town
has faith-based youth programs such as youth groups that provide connection and support
for youths outside of school. Sports are also a source of pride and connection in the
community. In addition to school sports teams, there is an extensive network of
competitive, recreational sports leagues. These community assets attract many of the
town’s middle school students for extracurricular activities and weekend fun.
The school district where Red River Middle School resides is tiny, with only one
elementary school, one middle school, and one traditional high school. Families also have
access to a homeschool program that integrates with the schools and an online high
school that serves multiple districts in the area.
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Red River Middle School. Red River Middle School serves around 500 students
per year, and the student body demographics reflect the county's demographics, with
most students being White (52%), followed by Hispanic/Latino (39%) and American
Indian (6%). Also, of note, the student population is slightly skewed to be more male than
female. Interestingly, due to the location of the district (on the southern border of
Colorado) and the need for access to schooling, Red River District pulls students in from
across the state border of New Mexico. These students are primarily Native American
students from the Jicarilla-Apache Reservation.
The Jicarilla-Apache people have inhabited the lands of Northern New Mexico
for hundreds of years. Before being forcefully relocated to a reservation, the tribe lived
peacefully among the surrounding community. The tribe now has about 3,000 members
who live on the 1,300 square miles of the reservation. Approximately 27% of the tribal
members live at or below the poverty line, and only about 11% have a bachelor's degree
or higher. And though the school continues to work to understand the complexities of
their diverse student body and how to meet every student's unique needs, the school
leader has named that efforts to include the Native American students in the school
community have not always been successful. Attention to how to meet the needs of these
students remains a priority for the school. While a deep understanding of this issue is
outside the scope of this study, the participants’ intersectional identities, including Native
American heritage, will undoubtedly impact how they develop within the school system
and could surface in this research.
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Research Participants
Merriam (2009) outlines two levels of sampling in case study research: selecting
the case and then selecting the participants within the case. For this research, I utilized
purposeful sampling for the case selection. A purposeful sample “means that the inquirer
selects individuals and sites for the study because they can purposefully inform an
understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon of the study” (Creswell,
p. 125, 2007). Beyond purposeful sampling, I utilized criterion sampling to select the
research site (Merriam, 2009).
Because I was interested in understanding how a school leader was thinking about
and planning for the unique social emotional needs specific to adolescent girls in a rural
middle school, the criteria for the case selection were: (a) a rural middle school that
serves both boys and girls and (b) a school that has a public reputation of implementation
of a robust social emotional learning agenda. I selected a middle school because I was
specifically interested in understanding the implementation of a social emotional learning
program for early adolescent girls (ages 11-14), usually grades 5-8. Finally, in selecting a
school site to conduct my research, it was vital to access the school through a gatekeeper
easily.
Given these criteria for selection, Red River Middle School was an obvious
choice. Red River Middle School meets all the criteria listed above as a middle school
serving an almost equal number of boys and girls, one that has been a public reputation of
excellent SEL development, and one with which I had a pre-existing connection. In the
past several years, the school’s principal has led an initiative of social emotional learning
and overall mental and physical health in the middle school. The school currently utilizes
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Second Step, a social emotional learning curriculum based on adolescent brain
development and social psychology (Committee for Children, n.d.), as a foundation for
their social emotional learning program. The principal’s passion for cultivating his
students' social emotional, and physical health has become an example for other schools
and districts in Colorado. The Colorado Department of Education has recognized the
success of that implementation and the school has been awarded the “Healthy Schools
Champion” and the Governor’s Award multiple times for its development and
implementation of social emotional learning. Finally, it is important to note that I have a
professional working relationship with the school leader and some of the school's
teachers. This connection to the school and the community allowed me access to the
research site and served as a solid foundation to build strong relationships and rapport
with students and staff.
Criterion Sampling
After selecting the bounded case, I utilized criterion sampling to select
participants for the study. Merriam (2009) noted that the purposeful sample criterion will
be different from that for the case and requires its own set of criteria for sampling.
School Leader. The criteria for selecting the key participant for this study were
that it was a school leader of a middle school implementing a robust social emotional
learning program. While Mr. Harrison was the gatekeeper to the research site itself, I also
selected him because of his deep connection to the SEL work at the school and his
continued leadership of the initiative. I felt that he would have the most in-depth
knowledge of the program and, notably, its implementation. While Mr. Harrison was the
obvious choice to represent school leadership, it is important to note some limitations to
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selecting him as a participant. First, as with all school leaders, he was extremely busy,
and it was challenging at times to schedule interviews and conversations with him.
Despite this, he was an incredible resource for this research.
Additionally, because of his passion for and connection to the school's SEL
implementation, he presented his own bias in the interview process. To address these
limitations, I scheduled all interview times as far in advance as possible and allowed for
some flexibility if Mr. Harrison needed to make a last-minute change to the meeting time.
Additionally, while bias is inherent in any research, I addressed this limitation by
triangulating the data with other sources of data such as the staff survey, student accounts
and with the extant literature. It’s important to name here that I did not weigh his data
with any more importance than other data collected.
School Staff. Criteria for inclusion for staff were at least one-year teaching at Red
River Middle School, firsthand experience implementing the social emotional learning
program, and diversity of subject and grades taught.
Students. I hoped to select six to eight students to participate in the focus group.
A few criteria were necessary to outline to aid in the selection of those students. Those
criteria were: students who identify as female, have participated in the social emotional
learning program for at least one year, and represent the diverse student population (at
least one student who identifies as White, as Latinx, and as Native).
Participants
Middle school girls. Ultimately, six middle school girls participated in this study. All
the girls who participated in this study identified as cis-gendered females. One potential
participant who initially indicated interest in joining the focus group identified as
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transgender. Unfortunately, they decided not to participate in the end. Three of the girls
were in seventh grade and three were in eighth grade. The adolescent girls who
participated in this study were also representative of the diversity of the student body.
Three of the young women identified as White, two identified as Latina, and one
identified as Black.
School leader. Mr. Harrison, the school leader, has been serving Red River Middle
School for over 15 years. He is also a graduate of the school and, thus, has deep ties to
the community. His depth of knowledge about the school and community served as an
incredible asset to this research. Further, as the person who has developed and led the
implementation of the social emotional learning program at Red River Middle School, he
was the most appropriate person to answer the question: How does school leadership in
one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation of social emotional
learning based on the unique needs of young women?
School staff. I asked the teachers and two school counselors at the middle school to
participate in the research to further inform my understanding of the SEL program
implementation. Because the school staff could help elucidate the work of the school
leader, they participated in a staff survey as part of the data collection process. Due to the
high level of stress and burnout that as a result of the pandemic, it was difficult to engage
teachers in this work. I tried many different approaches to increase teacher participation
including shortening the survey and extending the time for completion. Mr. Harrison
even volunteered to cover one of their class periods to allow them time to complete the
survey. Despite this, there was low participation in the teacher survey.
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Participant Reciprocity
I will furnish an executive summary of my research to the school leader and any
interested participant. The executive summary will highlight the findings through a brief
discussion of each theme.
Data Collection
Creswell (2007) suggested that when conducting case study research, it is most
appropriate to do so through "detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple
sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and
documents and reports)” (p. 73, emphasis in original). Additionally, because I
approached this case study from a Radical Critical Feminist lens, it was essential to
highlight the use of interviews and focus groups that will lift up the voices of the young
women engaged in the social emotional learning program and give credence to their
unique experiences. Given this, I utilized three distinct types of data collection:
interviews (both individual and focus groups), surveys, and document review to answer
my research questions.
Research Question 1
To answer first the question: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in
a school-based social emotional learning program at a rural middle school? I
interviewed middle school girls in a small focus group. To recruit participants for the
focus group, I asked the school leader to send a recruitment letter to all girls and their
families in the middle school. The letter included an overview of the study, the purpose
of the research and relevant details of the data collection process (when the focus group
would occur and where, for how long, etc.). After collecting responses from the girls
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indicating their interest, I provided a copy of the assent form for students to sign and
consent form for parents to sign. Once assent was confirmed, I selected girls who fit the
criteria listed above.
Merriam (2009) suggested that an ideal sample size for focus group interviewing
is six to ten participants. Given that, I hoped to include six to eight girls in the focus
group. Ultimately, six girls were selected for the focus group who represented the
diversity of the student body. This aligns with both Bronfenbrenner’s attention to the
individual’s unique experiences and characteristics during development and the
philosophical tenets of Radical Critical Feminist Theory that require attention to the
myriad experiences of women. The focus group ran about 60 minutes and consisted of
multiple questions to understand the girls' lived experiences of participating in the
school's social emotional learning curriculum.
This modality of data collection was appropriate from a theoretical standpoint
first and foremost because conducting research from a critical feminist lens requires that
women’s voices and diverse experiences be lifted and documented as a form of truth and
knowledge (Campbell & Wasco, 2000; hooks, 2015). Additionally, a case study must
utilize multiple forms of data to build a robust case. This focus group provided additional
rich and meaningful data to support the development of the case (Creswell, 2007).
Focus Group. I utilized a focus group to understand the lived experiences of
middle school girls for multiple reasons. First, "since the data obtained from a focus
group is socially constructed within the interaction of the group”, it allowed the
participants to make sense of their experiences within the context of others who are trying
to make sense of their own experiences (Merriam, 2009, p. 94). Further, and aligned with
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Radical Critical Feminist Theory, utilizing methods of collective conversation (such as
focus groups) allows women to share in their experiences and validate their feelings
(Campbell & Wasco, 2000). The collaborative discussion that comes from a focus group
allows the participants to understand their experience in the context of others and
provides safety in expressing what might otherwise be left unsaid due to fear of being the
one experiencing it. Of course, participating in a group conversation takes a level of trust
within the group, which can be a limitation of this design. To mitigate this limitation,
relied on the participants' self-selecting into the focus group. Their self-selection
indicated that their willingness to explore the topics outlined in the recruitment letter in
the context of a focus group.
Research Question 2
To address the second question, “How does school leadership in one rural middle
school differentiate the design and implementation of social emotional learning based on
the unique needs of young women?" I utilized a three-phase interview process with the
school leader, a school staff survey, and document analysis. I will provide details for each
of these data collection methods in the following paragraphs.
Three-Part Interview Process. The three-part interview process is a process by
which the researcher interviews the participant three separate times to gain an everdeeper understanding of the topic (Mears, 2009). The first interview serves as a factfinding mission. It's a chance to "hear the narrator's description of the event or experience
and to learn about the participant’s background and relationship to the topic” (Mears,
2009, p. 104).
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The second interview provides a deeper understanding and an opportunity to
revisit themes from the first interview that warrant a more in-depth conversation. Mears
(2009) suggested that the third interview is an additional opportunity for the participant to
reflect on his experience and add any other relevant information to the story. Mears also
notes that “there may be occasions, especially when the topic being researched is of
limited scope or complexity, when interviews 2 and 3 are combined” (p. 105).
Additionally, and importantly aligned to Radical Critical Feminist methods, the second
and third interview provide an opportunity to “consider diverse aspects of the story as
well as to reflect on the experience, its effects, long-term meaning, and what narrators
feel is essential to share with others” (Mears, 2009, p. 105). In other words, an
opportunity to make shifts to the social system, in this case, the school, that will
positively impact the adolescent girls that attend.
With this framework of interviewing in mind, I began the data collection process
with an initial interview of the school leader to better understand the school leaders’
background, what ignited his passion for SEL, his experience of building and
implementing the SEL program at the school, how he thinks about the unique needs of
adolescent girls in the implementation of the program and the successes and challenges of
the undertaking. I utilized a semi-structured interview protocol for this initial interview as
the purpose is to learn more about the topic, the school, and the leader to guide the
subsequent interviews (Merriam, 2009). Further, semi-structured interviews lend
themselves well to case study and Radical Critical Feminist Theory. The exploratory
process helps uncover important insights in a specific, previously unstudied case and
allows for the authentic construction of experience and truth (Merriam, 2009). I began the
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interview with the prompt, “Tell me about the evolution of the school’s social emotional
learning program”. Other topics of the initial interview included: operational structures of
the school’s social emotional learning intervention, faculty buy-in to the program, fidelity
of implementation of the program, structures that may or may not be specifically
designed to support young women, and perceived school climate and culture as a result of
the SEL work.
The initial interview took place at via Zoom. Given that I used Zoom for the
interview, I recorded the interview with the Zoom recording feature. As a backup, I also
recorded the interview on my phone using the record feature.
As Mears (2009) suggested, the content of the second and third interview were to
emerge from the initial interview. Because of this, the questions and specific topics of the
interview were not determined in advance. Ultimately, I decided to combine the second
and third interview and asked questions that both asked for clarification of themes and
asked Mr. Harrison to reflect on his learning through our conversations. This interview
was also semi-structured. Due to the school's distance from my home and the public
health restrictions, I conducted this interview virtually via Zoom. As noted above, I
recorded the interview by utilizing the record feature on Zoom.
Staff Survey. In addition to collecting interview data from the school leader, I
developed a short, open-ended survey to distribute to teachers and school counselors
based on my reading of the literature and topics brought forth by the school leader
interview. My initial thoughts about some of the topics were the program's operational
implementation, teacher perception of the program's efficacy, and teacher buy-in.
Because I conducted the initial school leader interview and document review prior to
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sending the survey to the school staff, I refined the design of some survey questions after
transcribing and coding those data sources. The survey structure included several openended questions, and I distributed it through Qualtrics. Participants had the option to
respond anonymously or submit their name and contact information for follow up
questions.
Document Review. Merriam (2009) suggested that document review is a credible
source of qualitative research. It can provide a great deal of relevant data that is easy to
access, free of charge, and can save a great deal of time and energy in data collection.
Further, Saldaňa (2016) noted that "documents are 'social products' that must be critically
examined because they reflect the interests and perspectives of their authors
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 130) and carry 'values and ideologies, either intended
or not' (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995, p. 231).
Given this, I examined the curricular materials provided by the school. These
included the social emotional learning program (Second Step) and the school's scope and
sequence for social emotional learning, and related lesson and activity plans. The
materials reviewed provided an understanding of the programmatic elements of the
intervention and were determined by the initial school leader interview. Prior to
administering the staff survey or conducting the focus group, I did an initial round of
coding of the curricular materials to gain a more in-depth understanding of the
curriculum and to surface any important questions related to the SEL program.
Ultimately, I utilized the school leader interview, staff survey and document review to
triangulate data and gain a more in-depth understanding of the case from multiple
perspectives.
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Data Analysis
Data analysis occurred during and after data collection in an iterative approach to
analysis (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Lichtman, 2010). This iterative approach
allowed me to continually reflect on and adjust data collection as specific topics and
themes emerge. This approach to data analysis also aligned well with a constructivist
epistemology as it placed value on understanding through continued thinking, reflection,
and learning. Each interview, each review of data or documents, added to my
understanding of the case, and that understanding continued to shape the course of the
data collection process.
Interviews
Coding. Mears (2009) suggested that the initial interview in the three-part
interview series should drive the second and third interviews' content. Given this,
immediately following the initial school leader interview, I used the transcription
function on Zoom to transcribe the interview. After this initial transcription, I reviewed
the transcript while listening to the audio of the interview to clean any errors in the
transcription. Once I transcribed the interview, I utilized the NVIVO software to code the
transcript using inductive coding. Because the purpose of the initial interview was to
learn about the school leader and the SEL work happening in the school, without
extensive prior knowledge on my part, I utilized open coding for the first round of coding
(Merriam, 2009). Using Creswell's (2016) suggestion of lean coding, I aimed for no more
than 20 to 30 unique codes.
After the initial open coding, I returned to the transcript and employ a second
round of deductive coding using NVIVO through the lens of Radical Critical Feminist
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Theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory of Human Development. Saldaña
(2016) suggested that a second round of theoretical coding deepens the researcher's
understanding of the data and can uncover deeper connections to the theoretical
framework. This second round of theoretical coding allowed me to make specific
connections between the data and the theories from which I approached this work.
Critical research "focuses on societal critique to raise consciousness and empower
people to bring about change" (Merriam, 2009, p. 23), and Radical Critical Feminist
Theory, in particular, focuses on raising awareness of the feminine experience through an
understanding the social and political structures that continually marginalize women and
the power dynamics that perpetuate such systems (Campbell & Wasco, 2000; hooks,
2015; Tong, 2015). Given this, I coded for ideas such as power, access, and participation
in the data (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). Examples of these codes are “power differential”,
“multiple truths”, “social stratification”, and “marginalization”.
Additionally, drawing on Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Theory of Human
Development (1993-2006), I coded for such ideas as influences from the macrosystem
and the chronosystem as well as proximal processes and individual characteristics
(Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000). Examples of these codes are “individual
characteristic”, “proximal process”, and “time/chronosystem”. These a priori codes were
defined in the codebook. I added any additional codes to the codebook to assist in future
coding of the second and third interviews and other data analysis (Lichtman, 2010).
After the second round of coding, I began to group the codes into common
categories. This analytical coding allowed me to reflect on the interview's content and
begin to formulate follow-up questions for the second interview (Merriam, 2009). This
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coding round allowed me to code the data and build on the codebook that I utilized
throughout data analysis (Saldaña, 2016). Merriam (2009) suggested making such a
document would allow for a shift from inductive coding to deductive coding and to test
whether "categories derived from earlier data 'hold up' as you analyze subsequent data”
(p. 183).
Staff Survey, Document Analysis, Student Focus Group
In much the same way that I coded the interview transcripts, I did two rounds of
coding for the qualitative data obtained from the staff survey, document analysis, and the
student focus group. First, I open coded using NVIVO for emergent codes and then
coded with the a priori codes in NVIVO for each of the theoretical lenses. In this process,
I checked the codes against the existing codebook for codes that fit nicely into existing
categories or for new codes that refined existing categories or created new categories
(Lichtman, 2010).
Holistic Case Analysis
A case study was conducted with "the intent of examining an issue with the case
illustrating the complexity of the issue" (Creswell, 2007). Given this, it was imperative
that, after the above analysis, I presented a holistic case analysis that provides an in-depth
description of the case. To do this, I first looked for a "collection of instances from the
data" to find "issue-relevant meanings" (Creswell, 2007, p. 163). This holistic analysis
included reviewing the codes, categories, and concepts garnered from my codebook and a
review of my reflexive journal. Using these data, I identified six themes that emerged
from the analysis and reported the meaning of the case relative to the context of Red
River Middle School (Creswell, 2007). Finally, I presented a naturalistic generalization
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after the analysis to provide learnings to be reflected upon by others and, if appropriate,
applied in other contexts.
Ethical Considerations
When conducting any type of qualitative research, it is critical to consider the
ethics of the study. A vital consideration in this study's ethics was how I worked to
establish trustworthiness and credibility. Triangulation of data sources was a primary
strategy for establishing trustworthiness and credibility (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Merriam,
2009). The use of multiple sources of data (interviews, surveys, and document analysis)
allowed me to understand the SEL program's implementation from various perspectives.
It enabled me to triangulate the data from the participants' myriad experiences (Merriam,
2009). An additional point of triangulation in the data collection process was my
reflexive journal, which was guided by reflection on the data in relation to the extant
literature (Baxter & Jack (2008). Finally, during my analysis of the data, I member
checked interview transcripts with the participants and allowed time to review emergent
themes (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007. Finally, I had a peer-reviewer review my
data and themes to help push or confirm my thinking (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Data Storage and Protection
To protect the participants of this research, all participants signed the University
of Denver IRB Consent Form. The adolescent girls who are participated this study signed
an assent form to confirm their participation in the research. Because this study included
minors, guardians were also required to sign a consent form for their child to participate.
Mr. Harrison assisted in distributing paper copies of these forms to the students’
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guardians and collecting the signed forms before engaging in data collection. I stored
their signed documents in a password-protected file on my hard drive.
Additionally, it was imperative to protect the participants' identities in the
research and keep the data collected confidential. I used pseudonyms to protect the
participants' identities, and I kept the list of these in a password protected document on
my hard drive. I also stored all data, including interview transcripts, survey data, and
collected documents in a password-protected file on my hard drive.
Due to the plethora of data sources, it was necessary to properly and
systematically organize the sources (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Merriam,
2009). As such, I stored my data on my hard drive using a specific system of folders and
labels, which were password protected.
Researcher Positionality
As a qualitative researcher, I must address the issue of the researcher as an
instrument. I was the primary data collection tool, which inherently presented bias
(Merriam, 2009). It was impossible to participate in this work without bringing my own
experience. As a woman, an educator, and a feminist, I brought a unique set of biases to
this work. I will name here that I am, at heart, a believer in social emotional learning, its
positive impact on student learning, and the ability to shift school culture with strong
SEL supports. As an early childhood educator for most of my career, I saw firsthand the
value of cultivating young children's social emotional health. As a woman, my work with
a non-profit focusing on building girls' social emotional strength through running shifted
my thinking about the importance of continued work around social emotional learning in
the middle school years. It became clear that although young girls can get a head start in
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building their social emotional skills early in their educational careers, there is a renewed
need for it during the tumultuous middle school years. And as a feminist, my outrage at
the state of the world, at the precarious state of my rights as a woman, cannot be set
aside. It undoubtedly influenced this research, and it should have. I used my outrage,
experience as an educator, and my identity as a woman to connect with the research
participants during the study authentically.
And though "feminist researchers invest their personal experiences and emotions
in the research process as a means of connecting with their respondents" (Campbell &
Wasco, 2000, p. 786), merely acknowledging my biases is not enough to separate them
from the data collection process. To mitigate these issues, I kept a reflexive journal
reflecting on the data collection process and my honest interpretations of the experience.
It is also important to note my relationship with the research site and participant.
In my professional life, I work with the participant as a partner in training new teachers.
Red River Middle School is a school site where we place emerging teachers, and as such,
I have a professional relationship with the school leader, Mr. Harrison, and the teachers at
the school. While this is an important ethical consideration, it also made me an
insider/outsider in the context. As someone who has worked with and in the school for
the last four years, I had some idea of how the school functions and knew some of the
social emotional learning program's history. However, what I know about being from a
small town myself, is you are always an outsider unless you make your home in the town,
your children attend the schools, and you participate in the community in a deep and
meaningful way. As such, I was an outsider. Building a strong relationship with
gatekeepers in the community, such as the school leader and other community members,
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provided access to the community in a meaningful way, despite my outsider status. While
being an outsider certainly had its limitations in terms of access and rapport, this status
also provided a "fresh set of eyes" to examine the work that has become so much a part of
the school's day-to-day life. This outsider perspective, I felt, was a strength of this
research as I provided a new lens through which to view the SEL work in the school and
hopefully provided new learnings that continue to refine the scope and impact of the
work.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter I discussed the use of qualitative inquiry through case study as an
appropriate way to address my research questions given my theoretical framework of
Radical Critical Feminist Theory. To answer the questions: “What are the lived
experiences of adolescent girls in a school-based social emotional learning program at a
rural middle school?” and “How does school leadership in one rural middle school
differentiate the design and implementation of social emotional learning based on the
unique needs of young women?” I utilized a qualitative case study design with a critical
feminist lens.
A three-part interview with the school leader began the data collection process for
this case. A review of key documents such as the school’s social emotional learning
curriculum (Second Step) supported my understanding of the program and further built a
robust knowledge of the case. Additionally, I conducted a staff survey, which will helped
inform my understanding of how the school implements the SEL program. With Radical
Critical Feminist Theory in mind and to lift the voices and experiences of the girls in the
middle school, I conducted a focus group which included middle school girls who have
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participated in the school’s SEL program. The data derived from interviews, focus
group, the staff survey and document analysis were coded and analyzed and then used to
understand the ways in which the school leader is thinking about and planning to support
adolescent girls’ unique social emotional needs in the middle school and how the middle
school girls are experiencing the implementation of the social emotional learning
program. In the following chapter I provide a detailed description of the results of this
data collection and analysis in narrative form.
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Chapter Four: Findings
The purpose of this research was to understand if and how one rural middle
school community supports the differential needs of adolescent girls’ social emotional
learning through the implementation of a social emotional learning program in middle
school. Additionally, I explored how adolescent girls experience social emotional
learning in that rural middle school. In chapter one, I shared the importance of paying
attention to adolescent girls’ social emotional needs at this moment in our collective
history and presented Radical Critical Feminist theory as a lens through which to
understand that development. I cited the dearth of research related to the design and
implementation of social emotional learning to meet young women’s needs (Pepler &
Bierman, 2018; West, 2016). I also cited a lack of female student voice in understanding
the lived experience of social emotional learning in middle school (West, 2016; West, et
al., 2020). In chapter 2, I examined the extant literature related to adolescent girls’ social
emotional development and the implementation of social emotional learning in schools in
Colorado. In chapter 3, I identified an appropriate approach to conducting this research
by naming that case study allows for a holistic and deep understanding of a bounded
system such as a school. Perhaps more importantly, given the Radical Critical Feminist
theoretical framework and alignment to feminist research methods, qualitative inquiry
such as case study allows for the real and authentic voices of the girls participating in the
SEL program to be honored. In chapter 4, I present the findings from this research
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centered around the questions: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a
school-based social emotional learning program at a rural middle school? How does
school leadership in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation
of social emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women? I will address
the first research question by utilizing a composite narrative and then provide a summary
of my findings for the second research question.
Research Question #1: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a schoolbased social emotional learning program at a rural middle school?
Are You Listening?
Uniqueness of Rural Education
I like coming to school because I get to express myself in a different way than at
home. My favorite thing about coming to school is having people relate to me and
understand things better than parents do, really.
Connection to Community
Our school is an integral part of our small, rural community. It serves as a place
for education, but also for community connection and involvement. And I love living
here. This is my home. Living in a small town like ours provides many opportunities to
get outside and do things to be active like hike, fish, mountain bike, and enjoy nature.
There is also a real sense of community here. Pretty much everybody knows everybody,
it’s pretty easy to make friends because everybody’s connected to each other. But
knowing everyone has its challenges too. Something happened to me, and we have to live
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in this town with the people that did something bad, and it makes me feel uncomfortable
seeing them around town. Sometimes I wish that I went to Oregon, where my other family
lives, because they don't have any of them here. This trauma that I endure walks the
streets of the town, and I am constantly wondering whether it will show up at the local
coffee shop while I'm there with my friends or in the grocery store when I'm shopping
with my mom. Living amongst the trauma is certainly a unique challenge of living in a
small town, but even with that, I love that our town is like a big old family.
Growing up in a small town can sometimes feel limiting. Like, sometimes I
wonder what’s beyond the confines of Red River, in the big city or beyond. Maybe, living
in a bigger place would be better for me because there’s not a whole bunch of variety of
people at our school and I kind of like the city a bit more because there are more
opportunities you could say. And that's not to say that there aren't opportunities in the
close-knit small town of Red River; there are many. But there is still a yearning for
learning what more is out there. There can be a sense of protection and otherness here.
Like, talking about anything "radical" or slightly controversial is a little scary for people.
As if speaking out about something or having a radical idea might get you in trouble. As
Mr. Harrison said you don’t “want this showing up in the papers.” It’s better to go with
the flow here. And that flow is much like the river, silent. It moves, it bends when
something disrupts it, but ultimately, it keeps flowing through the same channels.
Community Resources
Like many other rural schools, Red River Middle School plays an integral part in
the community and reflects the community's values in many ways. Thus, the school also
74

has an opportunity to cause disruption in the flow and be a space for engaging in real
social change. But in my estimation, the school hasn't capitalized on that position. Yet.
Perhaps that's because, like many rural schools in Colorado, Red River Middle School
lacks all the critical resources it needs and relies on the surrounding community to
support the school's work (Meyers et al., 2014; Nichols et al., 2017). These community
resources have become a lifeline to more and differentiated support within the school.
The school utilizes external mental health supports like clinical psychologists and
therapists and engages with local groups to provide opportunities that the school couldn’t
otherwise provide. In the before times of COVID, we had a group called Victims
Assistance that would come in to facilitate groups for girls and give space to talk about
things like dating violence and rape. One of our counselors talks about how important
that was for us as girls because it really “gave us a space to talk” and connect with other
girls. We also had a running group called Girls on the Run that promoted healthy living,
body image, and self-esteem through running. This group was also important because it
gave girls who were not in organized sports an opportunity to have a sense of being part
of a team and to be able to work through something hard, like running a 5k, together. In
both examples, the outside organization provided a differentiated opportunity for me to
connect with other girls at school and discuss issues that are specific to me as a girl.
These were critical opportunities for receiving specific supports for my experience as a
girl. But with COVID, that all changed. Mr. Harrison explains that when COVID hit, “we
kind of did this stiff arm to a lot of community organizations because we’re trying to stay
healthy right now. So, we’re not having this ebb and flow out of school." Losing the
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support of community organizations is a real and unfortunate consequence of the
pandemic. While Mr. Harrison is working on starting to bring some of these
organizations back in as the pandemic begins to improve, I've lost out on a year or more
of specific support for me as a girl.
On the other hand, given the nature of our small town, the fact that we truly are a
community, a family, there have been important ways that COVID has increased the
school's connection to the community. Our counselors have celebrated that they have
been collaborating with outside counselors during the pandemic more than ever before.
The counselors have named that with an increase in mental health issues, there was also
an increased need to seek additional help from those external partners to truly support
students. And Mr. Harrison recognizes that there is "more going on there in that realm
than ever before" and that there is "more going on, we need to address it." The school is
still utilizing these critical resources, but they are not the specific supports differentiated
to meet adolescent girls' needs.
Native Community
Speaking of more going on than ever before, we are not a town without issues
around race and culture. The Red River school system has the second largest population
of Native students in the state, with about 10% of students being Native. About 15 years
ago, we didn't have any Native students, so there has been a significant shift in recent
years of more Native students at the school. Mr. Harrison shared that this shift created
some dynamics within the school and community that were tense with racial undertones.
In a survey given a couple of years ago, Mr. Harrison shared that the data showed that
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"our Native students were not connected to the community. It was very clear".
Importantly, the data uncovered that Native students were far less likely to feel connected
to the school community than other subgroups of students. That measure, connection to
community, was related to students feeling supported, listened to, and honored in the
school community specifically (rather than the community at large). To support the sense
of connection to the larger school community, Mr. Harrison engaged with a member from
the local tribe, the Jicalla-Apache, to help the school and community learn about the
tribe’s customs and traditions. As part of that work, Mr. Harrison shared that the tribal
member:
observed. Before she talked to our staff, she observed our school for a day, and
she sat down with a group of [Native] students that were attending here and just
interviewed them and talked to them. And got to know really what’s going on
with the culture of the school before she jumped off and decided what she wanted
to do to help us.
Upon completion of her observations and conversations within the school, the
tribal member suggested that students needed to feel honor in the school community and
that it was important for the school to understand their traditions and customs. And so,
the school staff made a concerted effort to learn more about the traditions, customs, and
norms of behavior of the tribe. Mr. Harrison shared that it took some time to understand
that "a lot of times the young Native ladies will not look me in the eye. It's not an issue of
respect, it's actually the opposite". This new understanding and celebration of the
surrounding community of indigenous people was an essential step in redefining and
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norming community engagement through a decolonized lens. This led to recognizing the
differentiated support that our Native students needed to feel connected to the school and
ultimately resulted in Native students feeling an increased connection to the school
community. This attention to the differentiated needs of Native students was an essential
first step to recognizing that students bring many experiences to school. Because of that,
they need diverse types of support such as honoring cultural celebrations as excused
holidays from school and bringing an understanding of their culture and traditions into
the fabric of the school’s culture. These supports eventually led to a shift in the data that
showed that Native students felt more connected, safe and successful at school.
Ultimately, the school community saw the diverse experiences that students brought as
assets, and school leadership promotes a culture of inclusivity and acceptance. To
promote the idea of inclusivity in the school, Mr. Harrison has found ways to
meaningfully engage families to holistically include students' families in the learning
experience.
Family Connections
While my parents certainly don’t get me the same way my friends do, they are an
integral part of the school community. Mr. Harrison has designed specific ways to get
parents involved in school, like hosting a parenting class for families where school
counselors facilitate the group and parents can learn together about safe and loving
parenting practices. And to be even more inclusive, Mr. Harrison has provided free
childcare for families when they attend. This type of support is important because it can
help parents and caregivers understand ways that they can support my healthy social
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emotional development at home. Of course, there is a sense then that the school knows
what’s best for my parents and their style of parenting.
Nonetheless, families are also an essential part of carrying out the vision of the
school. Their buy-in is critical to the social emotional learning plan's success, including
the adventure learning that we often engage in. Mr. Harrison reports that some families
say, "I'm not willing to send my daughter camping with a bunch of teenagers. I'm not
going to take that risk". But the cool thing is, no matter what my family's financial
situation is, there is never a financial barrier to participating in anything at school,
including sports and adventure learning. Mr. Harrison strongly believes public education
should be free, and nothing that happens at the school has a cost associated with it. This
culture of inclusion where no family or student is turned away due to financial
restrictions, where student experience and heritage is seen as an asset and where the
school leader actively demonstrates measuring what is valued (connection) is essential to
helping me feel part of the school community and has led to the school’s philosophy of
educating the whole child.
Educate the Whole Child
Red River Middle school's culture is one of educating the whole child, not just
academically but also educating students about their social, emotional, and physical
health. And while educating the whole child is undoubtedly better than just caring about
academic education, it doesn't leave a lot of room for differentiation. If they were
genuinely educating the whole child, they would see that I am not just a child. I am a girl.
I am Native. I am Latina. I am Black. And I bring all of these to my experience. My
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myriad identities are part of who I am and like the Native students, I want my
experiences to be honored.
It's not to say that I don't find joy at school; I do. In many ways, it's a wonderful
place to learn and grow. They just let us be active and be kids; let us run around. And
they want us to do our grades, but they also understand that grades aren't everything.
You have to be active and healthy too. And that message comes from the top. The district
superintendent, who has been a woman for the past several years, has made a districtwide commitment to educating the whole child, and Mr. Harrison is immensely proud of
the school's culture of taking care of me as a whole person:
One of the things that our school district has championed over a number of years
is the idea of the whole child and that we want to provide an education that's wellrounded so that our students can learn. They can critically think. They can be
really highly productive citizens when they leave us and go on to whatever they're
going to do.
Teachers agree that that "if students aren't safe and comfortable, they can't learn."
Further, teachers know that educating the whole child is “a primary theme of the whole
school and is (in my mind) embedded in everything we do here.” And so, as a student, I
know that my grades and my health are equally important. In fact, one thing I really like
about this school is that they really care about your grades. Because if you have one,
they’ll just go straight to you and say, “you cannot go to the game until you get this
done.” On the other side of that, though, is a sense of dread and anxiety about
schoolwork and homework. My perfectionist tendencies make me anxious and stressed
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about all that I must do to keep up with the work. It's my least favorite thing about
school. Managing this stress and anxiety is an important thing to pay attention to because
you know that for girls, these things can often show up as disorder behaviors around
eating and can manifest as depression and self-harm (Kutob et al., 2010; Roeser et al.,
2008; Tolman et al., 2006; Warren, 2016). While you nurture the whole child, pay
attention to how this is different because I am a girl.
Vision for Social Emotional Learning
It’s important to name that Mr. Harrison plays an integral role in determining the
vision for the school and the social emotional learning program. Not only is it a passion
area for him but as a rural leader, he wears many hats. Unlike leaders in larger urban
schools, Mr. Harrison is integrally involved in many of the decisions about curriculum
and implementation at the school. And while he relies on the expertise of his school
counselors and teachers, his position as a rural leader without a large support staff
necessitates his involvement in many aspects of the school. This is important because his
opinion and vision really matter and influence the way that the SEL program is
implemented.
Because of Mr. Harrison’s vision, attending to the holistic needs of all students at
Red River Middle School is deeply embedded in the school's culture. It has really created
the space for envisioning a comprehensive social emotional learning program. When Mr.
Harrison took over from the former principal 15 years ago, he was determined to find
time separate from academics to create space for students to connect, talk and have a little
fun. Creating this space was all to value the whole child's development and not just their
81

academic achievement. From that, Mr. Harrison created Pirate Time, a standalone
advisory period four days a week. According to Mr. Harrison, Pirate Time is truly a
universal social emotional support that every student in the school engages in. He shared
that at Red River Middle School:
There are 450-500 kids here, going to, in our old schedule, seven different
teachers. And so, you can kind of rush through, and not really connect with
anybody, so we created Pirate Time to be that real human connection.
Pirate Time was intentionally designed to create space for forming relationships
between students as well as between students and teachers. While there is time for more
formalized social emotional learning lessons, there is also time to play and to engage in
the casual conversations that can cultivate true connections.
Pirate Time
My Pirate Time is the most fun Pirate Time because everybody literally gets
along, and our class is just really loud. We'll play games together, and on our
field trip, everybody was talking to everybody, and it was really fun. Yeah, my
Pirate Time is the best Pirate Time.
I feel like the teacher is also fun because he understands. He's like, "yeah, I used
to hate when teachers did this." And then he does the exact opposite of that. Or he
makes it more fun. And so we have snowball fights, and we can actually play with
him. We throw snowballs at him, and we actually have fun.
In some ways, I think I got lucky with my Pirate Time teacher because he’s cool
and tries to connect with us. Other friends have said that their Pirate Time is kind of down
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in my class. Unless one of the students says something, it's like, "oh, that's really funny,"
I'll just be laughing, but then the teacher shuts it down, and then it just becomes boring
again. And for some, it’s just study hall most of the time. Teachers have a real
opportunity to use Pirate Time to connect with us, and it seems that not all teachers take
advantage of that. Some teachers use Pirate Time to play games or make space for one on
one conversations but it really depends on the teacher. One counselor named that the
success of Pirate Time and the whole social emotional learning program in general is
directly related to the “teacher’s buy-in” and commitment to social emotional learning in
general. So, some students are having very different experiences during their Pirate Time
and there is a real missed opportunity for creating connections and differentiated
experiences for girls during that time.
Mr. Harrison trusts his teachers and treats them “as the professionals they are”
and gives them a great deal of autonomy in designing and implementing Pirate Time.
While this trust and autonomy surely creates a sense of efficacy for teachers, it leaves
some of us without consistent implementation of Pirate Time and vastly different
experiences of this time that is meant to support the connection and relationships that are
so critical to me as a girl.
However, for the most part, Pirate Time is one of the best parts of my day. It's a
chance to connect with my friends and with my teachers too. We do fun things together
that get us out of the regular routine and build on the relationships that we've formed.
During Pirate Time, we also can catch up on work, prepare for upcoming events like
student conferences or trips, and Pirate Time is when we do the Second Step social
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emotional learning curriculum. Eye roll… That is not my favorite part of Pirate Time. It
could be because, as one teacher named, the program is “too young” for us and we need
something that creates a more authentic connection to the materials covered in the
curriculum. It could be because teachers are not bought into the curriculum themselves
and that shows up in their delivery of the lessons.
Second Step Curriculum
Part of Mr. Harrison’s vision for supporting all of us with our social emotional
development was to choose a social emotional learning curriculum that was focused on
relationships, navigating complex emotions, and empowerment. Choosing one
curriculum, rather than having counselors designing a social emotional learning program
themselves, was a way for more consistent social emotional learning implementation
across the school. With the help of grant funding, the school was able to pilot the Second
Step curriculum two years ago and fully implement it last year.
The Second Step curriculum is designed especially for middle school, and it
certainly does touch on many of the topics that are developmentally appropriate for kids
my age. We talk a lot about relationships and how to manage healthy peer interactions.
Included in this are issues around bullying and sexual harassment. In the bullying and
sexual harassment lessons, there is some talk about how “social factors contribute to
bullying," and there are real-life examples given about things like social media and girl
drama. But it depends on my connection to my Pirate Time teacher whether I'm going to
talk about these things. Having this type of conversation is personal, and since I'm
someone who hides my feelings, it’s hard to get me to open up about this stuff.
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The topics of relationships, empowerment, and complex emotions are essential to all
students, but it seems like this should be incredibly supportive for my experience as a
girl. I'm not sure that it is, though. Some of the lessons have videos that go along with
them to show "real life" experiences, and though the videos are of real kids, their
examples or scenarios sometimes feel very surface level. Sometimes, the videos reinforce
gender norms like girls being the target of sexual harassment, social media bullying, and
being scared to speak up. For instance, in one of the eight grade lessons about
harassment and bullying the example given was “students at Chris and Marisa’s school
are always making comments about girls’ clothing and bodies, such as, ‘You need to hide
that! Gross!’ and, ‘She’s just wearing that to get attention.’” This scenario only serves to
reinforce the norm that girls’ bodies are meant to look a certain way and that the way
girls dress is not an avenue for self-expression but a way to call attention to her body.
Without careful framing and discussion from my teachers, this type of message is
downright dangerous. In less obvious ways, the curriculum gives examples of girls
experiencing “internal roadblocks” like a lot of self-doubt and a lack of confidence to
pursue big dreams while the examples of boys’ “roadblocks” are all external and are
things like “not having a quiet space to practice his guitar”. So, you’re telling me that
girls are the only ones who struggle with self-doubt and people telling her “she’s not
good enough.”? These messages may seem innocuous to teachers implementing this
curriculum but remember that I am paying close attention to how others see me. These
messages are important.
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During the Second Step lessons, we also talk about how to manage our emotions.
Like, what to do if something is upsetting you or you are feeling a lot of stress. But what
I keep sensing underneath all of this is the patriarchal norm of emotional control. That we
should hide our feelings and pretend that everything is okay. That we should be silent.
And at the same time, we’re learning about empowerment and standing up for
what we believe in through the Second Step curriculum. How do those two things work
together? I like sticking up for myself, and so when they [boys] do that, I fight back. And
well, you know what? I don't care. So, then I go and fight back. If they push me, I push
them back. So how do I balance the need to stand up for myself and my beliefs with a
need for emotional control?
As I said, the mere mention of Second Step causes most of us to complain. Even
teachers recognize that "by 7th grade, the kids have been conditioned to groan when they
hear 'Second Step.'" The lack of student engagement and buy-in is not ideal when this is
the primary way to formally support our social emotional wellness. Something needs to
change.
Teachers agree that while the program is "good for the general population," the
"programs that are provided are often constraining." And newer teachers seem to be even
less on board or even trained in the curriculum. "This school provided no training for
SEL work. Just a mini blurb at the beginning of the year that introduced the counselors
and not really the curriculum". And though teachers report that "our school wants what's
best for kids," "there is no true follow through with SEL. There was no training, no
check-ins. We need to revamp and re-branding that begins with having teacher buy-in”.
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In addition to a lack of consistent teacher buy-in to the Second Step program, there is the
reality that the past two school years have not been “normal” school years. The COVID19 pandemic has caused teachers to be overwhelmed and stressed to the point of
impacting their own mental health. One teacher reported that she is “learning how to
sustain the emotional exhaustion of teaching without impacting my family at home or my
own health.” Teacher burnout is very real this year and that is perhaps contributing to a
lack of teacher buy-in as well. Lack of teacher and student buy-in with the SEL
curriculum is certainly not supportive for girls or any student for that matter.
This is a real opportunity to shift the system and create opportunities for us as
girls to have real conversations about how our myriad identities, including being a girl,
impact our experiences at school and in life. Would it be so radical to create more
differentiated SEL lessons that truly address our real life issues? The school is already
creating a radical shift in centering social emotional learning as a priority, why not go a
step further and address the specific needs I have?
Adventure Learning
There is another way that the school is attending to all students' social emotional
wellness, and that is the adventure learning aspect of the social emotional learning
program. To continue to honor the whole child, in addition to the Second Step
curriculum, Mr. Harrison designed a way for us to get out of school and have these fun
adventures with our friends and teachers. He said:
I came up with this idea, and then the staff ran with it. I just said, let's create an
experience. The class gets a voice in it; you get a voice in it. But every Pirate
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Time, in the fall, we designate a Friday, and that grade level goes and does a
team-building event.
One teacher shared, after one such outing to hike with his students, that “this is an
epic hike and experience. It draws the students together as a team.” This philosophy of
getting outside and being active is certainly aligned with the larger community outdoor
activity culture. Thus, there is excellent buy-in from families, staff, and students. Mr.
Harrison shared his reasoning for including adventure learning as an integral part of the
SEL program:
And some of the best moments that really bond people together are when you're
climbing a mountain or you're going through this outdoor adventure, and so we've
embedded that in our school in kind of all aspects. And we do trips as a grade
level and go to the Sand Dunes and Moab. And all those are purposeful in the
sense that they connect us, right? They’re experiences that connect us and not just
the traditional classroom desks, learning, but we get out and adventure and do
things together.
Adventure learning has become a cornerstone of the social emotional learning
program at Red River Middle school, and it's something that I look forward to with great
excitement every year.
Yeah, being active and participating in sports is something that's super important
to Red River. And I think that's why so many of these trips are a huge thing.
Because one, they're fun, and then, we get to do a lot of activities and get to have
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a lot of fun when we go on these trips, even though we've only been to the Sand
Dunes.
And what's cool is that all students can go, there are no financial barriers and from
my perspective boys and girls participate equally when we go on adventures. We always
go by grade level, and this year, we are most likely just going to be with our Pirate Times
for the activities. And I feel like that's really nice because otherwise there might be some
drama between Pirate Times and people. I appreciate that my teachers are paying
attention to the dynamics of relationships for the trip. The relationships formed through
Pirate Time and adventure learning are a critical part of supporting my unique social
emotional needs as an adolescent girl.
Influence of Relationships
My favorite thing about school is socializing.
One thing I like about school is that I get to hang out with my friends.
One of my favorite things about school is being around people my age.
One thing I love about school is that I get to be there with my friends.
My favorite thing about school is being able to see our friends.
For me, seeing my friends was always a big part of me coming to school.
Peer Relationships
My friends are the most crucial thing in my life. I rely on them for fun, laughter,
and, most importantly, connection. It shouldn't be a surprise that this is the case because I
am at an age where relationships with my peers and adults in my life are of the utmost
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importance (Pepler & Bierman, 2018; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al., 2006). These
relationships are what sustain me and keep me engaged in school.
Thankfully, there are many opportunities for me to form these deep and
meaningful relationships in school. The school's whole vision and culture are about
connection, and because of that, there are many structures in the school that make it easy
to make friends. Things like Pirate Time and our adventure learning trips are excellent
opportunities to get to know the other kids in my grade. And with these structures in
place and going to a relatively small middle school, I can have friendships with people I
may not have otherwise.
I probably would never talk to Zoe before I was in her class, ever, until I actually
sat by her and started talking. I wouldn’t talk to half of the people I talk to now
unless I was put in a situation where I had to talk to them and get to know them
because we’re in a smaller class.
And even beyond school, living in a small, rural town makes it easy to make friends:
Considering that we are such a small town, and pretty much everybody knows
everybody, it’s pretty easy to make friends because everybody’s connected to each
other. So you really just know everybody. I think it’s pretty cool that everybody knows
everybody, like a big old family.
Like, I said, everybody knows everybody. Everybody’s friends. But I’m pretty sure
everybody has a couple they know they can trust.
Of course, this sense of family and community can have its positives and negatives.
And trust is an integral part of that.
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That’s really something that you’ve got to figure out when you live here. Because
there are some people that won’t keep your secrets like other people will. And if
you tell the wrong person, it can get you in a lot of trouble.
In a small town, word gets around quickly. Word spreads fast, like rumors. It's
like a wildfire in a forest of dead trees; it spreads really fast. And since we live in a small
town:
Everyone knows everyone, someone can say something to the wrong person, and
then that person will twist the entire story, like say, "Oh yeah, I broke up with this
person because they're like this and stuff," and then you tell that person and
they're all like "oh, well that's not what I heard." And the truth gets mixed up. It's
just a weird thing because everyone knows everyone, so the fake truth gets around
fast.
Like many adolescent girls, I care what other people think a lot (Impett et al.,
2011). I am at an age where relationships with my peers and with adults in my life are of
the utmost importance (Pepler & Bierman, 2018; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al.,
2006). So, rumors spreading like wildfire can be incredibly damaging. I try to stay out of
the rumor mill, but they are constantly swirling around. In some cases, though, the smalltown wildfire rumors help to keep me in line:
Honestly, I feel like it keeps me in line and out of trouble. Because my family is
pretty big and my family knows everybody because we’ve been here for a long
time. And so for me, it’s like “no, I can’t do that,” because I know personally that
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it’s bad to do it, but then I know someone will see or something. It’ll somehow get
back to my family.
But whether the rumors keep me in line or knock me off my axis, the dynamics of
a small town and small school make dealing with rumors and peer relationships a critical
need for support in my social emotional development.
Even my teachers know that this is one of the most critical issues I face. One
teacher shared that one of the most pressing needs of girls my age is "how to handle girl
drama," and another shared that “peer relationships (drama, social media, age-appropriate
friendships)" is a critical need. They are not wrong. I do need help with navigating these
significant and sometimes volatile relationships with my peers. While my friends are my
lifeline, and they understand things better than parents do, really, I don't openly share
my emotions. And while that’s probably related to caring what others think at this point
in my life, maybe there is something else that silences me.
“Boys will be boys,” and that’s one phrase I hate. Just because “boys will be
boys” doesn’t mean they get an excuse off of everything that they do. The dynamics
within peer relationships between boys and girls are different than the relationship
between girls. They get really competitive and stay in their own little group. In P.E.:
I feel like the boys really overrule because in our pod, the boys are very active
and they’re very competitive, and so they go after girls for tag or something…the
boys team up, go after the girls, and so after they [the girls] get out, they just
don’t participate anymore. I feel like they’re scared.

92

And beyond the physical intimidation that I feel around the boys, a lot of them get
annoying pretty fast, and you just don’t want to be near them. They tease me or…
they will start joking about something, so then you'll start joking. Like they say,
they're joking about you, so then you start joking about them, and they'll take it
too far, and then you'll be like, "knock it off, knock it off." Just because it's
offensive or something, and then they'll be like, "you don't have to take it so
seriously; we're just joking." And then they start telling their friends, "they can't
take a joke. They can't take this, they can't take that," and it gets annoying.
And honestly, most of our teachers…well, they don’t not care, but I guess they’re
pretty chill about it. They’re all like “boys will be boys”… These socially normed
gender-based interactions are going unchecked in most cases, and that is precisely the
kind of thing I need help navigating.
Student/Teacher Relationships
Of course, if boys and teachers don't seem to care that the dynamics of gender
impact my peer relationships, what does that mean for my relationships and interactions
with my teachers and other school staff?
Mr. Harrison has been very intentional about hiring a mix of male and female
teachers, and we have both a female and male school counselor. That's supportive for us
as girls. We connect more with the girls [female teachers] because…like say you have
terrible cramping, you don’t want to go to a male teacher and be like “I can’t do this.”
But then if you go to a girl teacher, they understand it more. And I think teachers
recognize this too. One male teacher said that supporting girls is definitely something that
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he "struggles with, "being a male teacher." It might be helpful for teachers to have a real
understanding of how gender and power are related and how that shows up in
relationships, especially for girls. How might a deeper understanding of the patriarchal
systems in our country help teachers, and especially male teachers, connect with us?
Teachers make intentional efforts to build relationships with us. One teacher who
doesn’t directly run Pirate Time himself shared that he does “nothing specific” to
cultivate relationships in his classroom but that he tries to “provide a welcoming
environment” and “say each students’ name daily. And have conversations with each.”
But true connection, especially for me as a girl, goes beyond that. I need to know that
someone cares about me and my experiences. Another said, "my students know I am
available for them, and when they are acting "off" I do a check-in to see how they are."
One Pirate Time teacher explained that:
the first part of the school year is dedicated to creating a culture of trust and
respect in the classroom (especially in Pirate Time, where SEL officially takes
place). This allows us to be vulnerable and take risks throughout the year, whether
academic or social emotional.
But despite these efforts to build relationships with students, there are still issues
between students and teachers. Beyond the potential embarrassment of talking to a male
teacher about girl things, I see differences in how boys and girls interact with male and
female teachers. For instance, with this one male teacher, I'll be telling a teacher like, "I
don't get this." He'd be like, "read your paper, do this, do that." "I still don't get it. Can
you explain it for me?" They just walk off and everything. This dismissiveness is not only
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frustrating, but it is also reinforcing deeply held societal beliefs about power. As a student
and a female student, I need to know that all my teachers care about my success and wellbeing, not just some of them, especially male teachers.
Boys also interact differently with female teachers than they do with male
teachers. I feel like the guys in the male teacher's classes actually do the work, and then
with the female teachers, they don't' really do anything. They just kind of mess around,
and she never really gets mad at them for it. Why do boys have this kind of power, even
over a female teacher? What kind of message is that sending? If you're a boy, you can
disrespect a female teacher, and she lets it slide? Is that why teachers let it slide when the
boys tease and harass me? What I'm saying is, I see these things, I internalize these
things, and as a girl, I need your help to understand the complex dynamics of these
gendered interactions. I need you to see my differentiated needs.
Need for Differentiation
I love my Pirate Time. I really enjoy the time I get to connect with my friends and
teachers. Still, within Pirate Time and especially within the Second Step curriculum,
there is minimal opportunity for differentiating to meet my needs. Some teachers feel
empowered and equipped to differentiate the program to meet the needs of their students.
One teacher shared that she tries to use the curriculum "to initiate conversations about
real issues they are facing versus just doing a lot of made-up roleplays." Another shared
that they notice that "we can have a discussion on the SEL rather than do the task
assigned, we discuss it in deeper context. This helps show the students communication
openly on the topics is okay". But another, newer teacher reports that:
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there has not been a lot of direction in the implementation, let alone the
differentiation of Second Step, so I feel I can adjust it to meet the needs of my
Pirate Time. I have been encouraged to do this, nor have I been told not to.
Mr. Harrison treats his teachers as professionals and trusts them to implement the
whole SEL program with fidelity. However, I can see by my own experience that some
girls love their Pirate Time and others dread it as another study hall. If teachers can’t
truly support students' differentiated needs, they surely can't make adjustments to meet
my needs.
The Complexity of Me
Who I am and the multiple identities I bring to school are essential in how I
engage with the social emotional learning program and with school in general? I am a
girl. I'm short. I'm tall. I like to play "tough," I guess. That's what you see when you look
at me. I'm quiet. I'm loud. I'm anti-social. I'm an extrovert. I love to laugh. I like to hang
out with my friends. I’m a cheerleader. I’m adventurous. I’m a basketball player. I’m
kind of funny. I’m weird. I’m White. I’m Latina. I’m Black. I put quotation marks around
“smart” because a lot of people think I’m smart, and a lot of people don’t, for some
reason.
But underneath, I'm a perfectionist. I'm sensitive. I'm scared. I'm emotional, but I
don't like to show it. I don't want to share my feelings, and I keep them to myself. I hide
my emotions. And I didn't grow up with the best life, and not a lot of people know about
my past. I hide my emotions underneath a perfectionist front to protect myself.
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I am all these things, and I need support navigating the myriad complex identities
that I walk into school with every day. You might see me as a confident, smart,
outspoken, athletic girl or a quiet, introverted young woman. But what you don't see is
that underneath all of that, I am silent. While my friends are my lifeline, and they
understand things better than parents do, really, I don't openly share my emotions.
I am a girl. And girls are not meant to be loud or to be an extrovert. Sure, I might
talk to one or two friends that I trust, but I don't share my feelings, thoughts, and
emotions freely. And maybe I shouldn't. Because that's not ladylike. The norms of social
interaction based on my gender undoubtedly influence my need to keep my emotions
locked away in a vault (Parker, 2020). The social media I consume, the shows I watch,
the examples from the Second Step curriculum, the norms of interactions with teachers
and staff encourage me to stay silent.
Silencing the Voice of Girls
There are many aspects of the social emotional learning program that encourage
me to speak up and speak out. To use my voice. For instance, there's a whole series of
lessons called "Speak Up and Start a Movement," and as part of that, we're asked to write
a "PSA to raise awareness about harassment." But it's largely performative. I am not
about to start a movement at Red River Middle School when I can't even express my
feelings to a trusted friend or teacher. We need to go deeper. I need you to hear that I
need authentic opportunities to have my voice heard.
To combat some of this silencing, Mr. Harrison and the other school leaders have
created a culture where we can anonymously report issues. We also get a chance to give
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our teachers feedback through a student perception survey. But do you see how that is
still silencing me? I can't share it openly because there's a perception of fear. Fear that if I
were to say something out loud, I would be seen as a disrupter, a tattletale, or an angry
girl. This silence is a deeply embedded social norm of a patriarchal system. For many
years, women were to be seen and not heard, and those who spoke up were ridiculed for
doing so. Why would I risk that in front of my peers, who I depend on, for relationships
and social acceptance? I mean, I feel like we could talk to the teachers. It’s just the
courage that we have to build up. And most of us would rather just be silent and just like,
tell each other instead of saying it. Some teachers you could totally talk to. It’s usually
the male teachers that are hard to talk to.
I am a girl. And while there are opportunities to be me and to bring my many
identities to school, to be an athlete, or to be loud, smart, and outspoken, there are
significant ways that I am still silenced. How do I break this silence? Disruption.
Disrupting the Norm
Causing disruption in a town that likes to stay within the riverbanks’ confines is a
challenge. It requires a more significant social or political interruption. And this was a
year of substantial disruption in life as we knew it. The COVID-19 pandemic caused Red
River Middle School (and all other schools in the nation) to close suddenly in March and
make a rapid shift to remote learning for the remainder of the year. This summer, our
country had a reckoning with a social justice movement that caused us all to think about
our many diverse identities. And finally, in November, we saw the first ever female of
color elected to the second-highest position of power in the United States. Besides
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needing to deal with the realities of the pandemic, there has been no mention or
conversation about the significant social movements that are disrupting our country's core
values.
And COVID really messed me up. I have told you how much my friendships
mean to me, and during COVID, especially during the lockdown, I lost all of that.
Because of COID, we didn’t really get to hang out with friends over the summer because
people were too scared to go outside. And I feel like being with friends is really extra
this year because of COVID and that you were just with the same people over and over
again for a long period of time.
While I'd like to think that living through a global pandemic and having my
lifeline of friends suddenly ripped away from me would have spurred the school to find
even more ways to support me, they dropped the SEL programming altogether when we
went remote. No more Pirate Time, no more adventures. Just me and the screen. I felt
alone.
Mr. Harrison recognizes that "we're all kind of living through kind of a crisis and
it's hard when families are going through, you know, loss and divorce. There is more
trauma and things happening at home than we normally see. And we're trying to be
responsive to that right now." Maybe that's the case for students that are really struggling
and need more intensive support, but the rest of us are struggling too.
Unless I am demonstrating heightened needs, I get the same treatment as
everyone, every boy, every girl, in the school. And while there are important aspects of
the SEL program that are supportive, mainly the focus on relationships, I still need help
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navigating the unique experiences I have as a girl. There was no mention of the #metoo
movement when that became a social issue like there was around Black History Month.
There was no recognition that the United States has its first-ever female and person of
color as Vice President. The silence around these issues is deafening. I implore you to
disrupt the silence.
The school has an opportunity to disrupt the system by committing to social
emotional learning, even when it’s logistically hard to do, by committing to
deconstructing significant historical events that impact my complex identities and by
creating authentic space to connect with girls and women to engage in important
conversations about growing up in America as a woman. Don’t miss this opportunity to
roll a boulder in the river, to build a dam, and change the course of my life.
Thank you for honoring our voices.
Research Question #2: How does school leadership in one rural middle school
differentiate the design and implementation of social emotional learning based on
the unique needs of young women?
Mr. Harrison has worked hard to create a vision for the social emotional learning
program at Red River Middle School that is grounded in the belief that all students
should feel connected to the school, safe in their classrooms and cared for in the
development of academic and social emotional skills. Based on the findings from the
student focus group, school leader interviews, staff survey and document review, Mr.
Harrison and the school staff have largely succeeded in manifesting this vision that and
creating an environment that supports the development of healthy relationships that are so
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critical to adolescent girls’ social emotional development. The structures of Pirate Time
and adventure learning seem particularly important to establishing and maintaining peer
to peer and student/teacher relationships.
However, though the insistence on creating connections and relationships in the
school is highly supportive for adolescent girls, the SEL program is not intentionally
designed with girls’ needs in mind and it is really treated as a universal support for all
students. The program simply happens to support adolescent girls. Further, the few
differentiated supports that are in place (or were before the pandemic) such as the
Victims Assistance group and Girls on the Run, are not fully integrated into the scope and
sequence of the SEL program and are treated as “add-ons” that are optional for girls to
participate in.
What is more concerning is that some of the supports that are in place, like the
Second Step curriculum, might actually be further silencing and marginalizing adolescent
girls in the school. As noted in the narrative above, the findings suggest that there are
instances of the Second Step curriculum reinforcing gender norms such as the
sexualization of the female body and male dominance and power over females. These
messages within the curriculum appear to go unchecked by the school staff who are
implementing it either because of a lack of understanding of the issue, discomfort in
addressing the issues raised, or a lack of preparation to differentiate the curriculum and
conversation to meet the needs of adolescent girls.
Mr. Harrison and the school staff have a real opportunity to create differentiated
supports for the adolescent girls in the school if they can first recognize that schools are a
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cog in the system of oppression. Mr. Harrison must be willing to break free from the
narrative of the larger community, to push back and insist on radical change, and truly
understand the lived experiences of the adolescent girls in the school, to create
meaningful differentiation this is supportive of their social emotional growth.
Summary
In this chapter, I presented the themes that resulted from my analysis of the data
collected through a three-part school leader interview, a student focus group, a staff
survey and document analysis for this research. The themes of the uniqueness of rural
education, a desire to educate the whole child, the influence of relationships, a need to
differentiate, the silencing of girls’ voices, and disrupting the norm address both
questions related to this research: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a
school-based social emotional learning program at a rural middle school? How does
school leadership in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation
of social emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women?
The findings indicate that the school has created a strong culture of connection
through the social emotional learning program and that those carefully tended
relationships are critical for adolescent girls to feel connected to each other and school.
However, the findings also indicate that while Red River Middle School has created a
culture of community, connection, and caring, there is a lack of meaningful
differentiation to meet adolescent girls' unique needs. Further, there is a blindspot in
recognizing the key issues that impact girls. And, as a result, the adolescent girls who
participated in this research do not report an important level of differentiation from their
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school or teachers to support their specific needs. This lack of differentiation is
problematic on many levels, not the least of which is that without differentiated support,
during a pandemic when the one support of peer relationships is ripped away, there is
little left to help girls feel supported in their social emotional development. Further, there
is a lack of attention paid by school leaders to the incredibly significant historical events
that are taking place outside the walls of the school and how they impact the young
women in their care. In chapter 5, I provide a more detailed discussion of how the themes
of the uniqueness of rural education, educating the whole child, the influence of
relationships, a need to differentiate, the silencing of girls’ voices and disrupting the
norm can be viewed within the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human
Development and Radical Critical Feminist theory to question the social system of
education. I will also present actionable solutions and suggested areas for future research.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion
Research indicates that adolescence is a critical time during the lifespan of human
development, and the development of social emotional skills during this time is
particularly important as it can impact further success in school and life (Dymnicki et al.,
2013; Kutob et al., 2010; Impett et al., 2011; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al., 2006;
Warren, 2016). Adolescents who do not develop self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making are at a higher risk of
disengagement from school, are more likely to engage in risky behaviors, and have a
greater risk for mental health concerns (Dynmicki et al., 2013; Roeser et al., 2008). This
period of development is especially critical for adolescent girls. Current research
indicates that adolescent girls who do not develop healthy social emotional skills exhibit
lower self-esteem, increased depressive symptoms, and more difficulty in personal
relationships (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017). The development of healthy social
emotional skills allows adolescent girls to effectively engage in meaningful relationships,
manage emotions and develop a positive sense of self (Durlak et al., 2011; Dymnicki et
al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2017). These skills are critical when considering
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human Development which suggests that the
individual is part of a living, breathing system and she therefore influences and is
influenced by the people, environment, and societal norms around her (Bronfenbrenner,
1994). Given that adolescent girls are influenced by their surrounding environment and
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societal norms, when attending to girls' social emotional needs, it is essential to recognize
that our girls are growing up in a society that is primarily rooted in a patriarchal ethos.
And while women have made incredible strides in demanding equal rights, pay, and
opportunities (Grady, 2018), we still see evidence of patriarchy every day in our mass
and social media and our social structures, including schools (Baer, 2016; Impett et al.,
2011; Parker, 2020; Pruchneiwska, 2016). Patriarchal norms influence girls' everyday
lives and thus cannot be separated from their daily experiences. Because of this, when
designing and implementing a social emotional learning program to meet adolescent girls'
needs, school leaders should pay close attention to the ways that patriarchy manifests in
big and small ways.
Given this, the purpose of this research was to understand if and how one rural
middle school leader differentiates social emotional learning to meet the distinct needs of
adolescent girls and, importantly, to understand how adolescent girls experience social
emotional learning in that rural middle school. To address these issues, I posed the
following questions: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a school-based
social emotional learning program at a rural middle school? How does school leadership
in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation of social
emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women? Utilizing a case study
approach, I collected data through a three-part school leader interview, a staff survey, a
review of the school’s social emotional learning curricular materials, and a student focus
group with six middle school girls. In chapter four, I presented my findings which
included themes around the uniqueness of rural education, educating the whole child, the
105

influence of relationships, a need for differentiation, the silencing of girls’ voices, and
disrupting the norm. In this chapter, I present a discussion of these findings as well as
implications for theory development, school leaders, policymakers, and actionable
recommendations and areas for future research.
Discussion of Findings
An analysis of the data collected during this case study revealed six distinct
themes: the uniqueness of rural education, a desire to educate the whole child, the
influence of relationships, a need to differentiate, the silencing of girls’ voices, and
disrupting the norm. Each of these themes is significant because they speak to the myriad
complex ways that one rural school leader thinks about and plans for the implementation
of social emotional learning for all students and girls. These themes also highlight the
girls' lived experiences of the social emotional learning program implemented at the
school.
Uniqueness of Rural Education
The unique nature of rural education was an important theme that emerged from
this research. Community ethos and influence, a sense of place for the girls, and
community assets were all significant in understanding the nature of rural education and
specifically, the design and implementation social emotional learning in a rural middle
school.
Within the unique nature of rural education, community emerged as a significant
topic because the school is highly influenced by the small, close-knit community
surrounding it. The findings suggest that living in a small, rural town creates a unique
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sense of belonging and connection to place for the girls. The adolescent girls interviewed
revealed many instances of feeling content living in a small town due to the sense of it
being a "big family" where "everyone knows everyone." I did not find this an emergent
theme in rural SEL programming in my literature review, but it is significant that the
girls’ named this connection to place and the feeling that one is an integral part of a larger
community. To feel connected and to have meaningful relationships supports girls' sense
of self, self-esteem, and self-image (Pepler & Bierman, 2018; Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman
et al., 2006) and to feel part of that on a larger scale within the community is significant
when considering Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human Development.
Bronfenbrenner would suggest that this connection to place is important in that it allows
the girls to interact with their surrounding community by both being an active member of
the community and by feeling supported by the community (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). In
this way, the girls influence and are influenced by the larger community which supports
their social emotional growth and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). The girls shared
that while there are challenges to living in a small, rural town (like wildfire rumors,
chance encounters people who have harmed you, and a perceived lack of opportunities),
there are also benefits to knowing that the community that surrounds them cares and will
be looking out for them.
Importantly, however, Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Theory of Human
Development would also suggest that the societal norms that exist within that community
impact the girls' social emotional development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). And so, it is
significant that Mr. Harrison named a community value (or lack of value in this case)
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around "radicalism." The sense that anything "critical" or "radical" might not be received
well within the community is indicative of a more conservative viewpoint. It is
concerning in the sense that the community may not be as inclusive and open as it
appears on the surface. This finding is significant for girls' healthy social emotional
development in that the community ethos of not disrupting the status quo could
perpetuate patriarchal norms of silence in the face of injustice.
Beyond the sense of community and connection to place, extant research suggests
that small, rural schools often rely on external assets and resources within the
surrounding community to support the work within the school due to a lack of funding
and sheer human capital (Meyers et al., 2014; Nichols et al., 2017). This reliance on
external support is undoubtedly the case for Red River Middle School. To support a more
robust social emotional learning program in the school, the school relies on external
community assets such as licensed mental health professionals, local non-profits, and
state-assisted programs to provide more extensive support for his students. Utilizing these
external supports allows the school to create a more differentiated approach to girls'
social emotional learning by employing groups that focus specifically on women's issues.
This confirms what the research suggests, which is that to more fully meet the needs of
students in rural schools, it is imperative to draw from community assets to fill gaps that
the school has neither the capacity nor funding to support on its own (Meyers et al., 2014;
Nichols et al., 2017).
One of the assets within the Red River community is its Native population. Like
many rural communities, Red River has a diverse population which is reflected in the
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middle school (McGovern et al, 2020). Red River Middle School draws students from the
surrounding county as well as a nearby Jicarilla-Apache Reservation in the bordering
state. And while inclusion is an essential aspect of community connection and
involvement, the findings reveal that Native students did not always feel a sense of
connection to the school. Mr. Harrison shared that survey results a few years ago showed
that Native students from the Jicarilla-Apache Nation felt disconnected and excluded
from the school community. While the school acknowledged the diversity of the
community, they were not sure how to create a more inclusive experience for Native
students. This sentiment was confirmed when Mr. Harrison named that he’s “not a Front
Range principal where I have all my lingo down” and isn’t always sure how to address
cultural or other diverse issues that arise. These issues are supported in contemporary
research which suggests that rural leaders “see issues of culture as salient but are not
always prepared to respond to challenging cultural dilemmas” (McGovern et al., 2020).
As a result, Mr. Harrison and his staff worked to better understand the Native
community, their customs, and culture to co-create a more inclusive community for those
students. The school engaged the expertise of a Jicarilla-Apache tribal member to come
in to the school and understand the complexities of the Native students experience within
the school. That tribal leader lead conversations with Native students and school staff to
better understand the experience at the school. She then made recommendations to the
school for ways to better include Native students. Additionally, the school staff engaged
in learning through recommended texts and conversations with staff members who had
worked on the Jicarilla-Apache reservation. Their efforts paid off, and ultimately, data
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from the school survey continues to show that those students began to feel more
connected. But while the school made progress in creating a greater sense of connection
to the Native students in the community, it leaves one to wonder if other members of the
community are feeling the same disconnect. This finding is significant when thinking
about how all school leaders can think about creating inclusive school communities for
any student who is part of a marginalized group, including girls. The time and effort the
school took to deeply understand the lived experiences of Native students should be
considered for any students, including adolescent girls, who might feel excluded from the
school community.
In addition to the genuine need to honor and include the Native community
surrounding the school and bring in external resources from the community to support the
school's SEL program, the theme of community support emerged as well. Leading
researchers suggest that for SEL programs to be successful in rural schools, there must be
community and family buy-in (Domitrovich et al., 2017; Oldfield, et al., 2016). This is
undoubtedly true at Red River Middle School. Parents can engage in various aspects of
learning through the school, including a parenting group run by the school. And while the
parenting group could certainly act as a support, it could also be viewed as somewhat
paternalistic in the sense that the school is dictating what “good parenting is”. The design
and implementation of this support left me wondering who was represented in the
parenting group and if the program accounts for cultural differences in parenting and
norms communication.
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Additionally, families are involved in the planning and preparation for the
adventure learning in which students participate. And to create a greater sense of
inclusion, the school does not charge for any of the adventure learning, which ensures
that no students are left out due to their family's economic status. What is not known,
however, is which parents are more engaged than others and what voice do parents have
in the ways in which they are included in the school community. More deeply
understanding the level of family engagement and enlisting a more diverse group of
stakeholders beyond the school to design family engagement opportunities could be an
important addition to create an even more inclusive community.
While there are challenges inherent in the Red River community, particularly
around the need to downplay anything considered "radical" or "critical," there are natural
strengths of the broader community involvement in the school and adolescent girls' lived
experiences. Family and community support for the social emotional learning program
and their active involvement in the school is critical to the success of the SEL program
and to school's vision to create a school that values the students' academic success and
students' social emotional health.
Educate the Whole Child
Red River Middle School "takes great pride in offering a dynamic, well-rounded
educational experience for all our students. This whole-child educational approach
ensures that our students grow and develop academically, physically, and
socially/emotionally. Our mission is to empower students to navigate the future through
learning and problem-solving”. This strong vision and mission are critical to the success
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of the whole child approach to education at the middle school, and well-rounded support
elements are evident throughout the SEL program. Importantly, this vision was created
by Mr. Harrison when he entered the principalship over a decade ago. When Mr.
Harrison took over the leadership position at the middle school, he knew that he wanted
to create intentional time and space for cultivating relationships and developing critical
social emotional skills. He stated that he “had an idea. And the staff kind of ran with it.”
In interviews, he did not indicate a high level of collaboration at the outset of designing
the program but as the program has evolved over the year, staff and counselors have been
integral in the constant iteration of the design. And though Mr. Harrison’s vision was the
catalyst for the creation of Pirate Time, the school counselors are now largely in charge
of the vision and oversight of the program with support from Mr. Harrison. We know that
school and district leaders are critical in developing and implementing the vision for SEL
in schools (Jones & Carter, 2020; Kennedy, 2019), and this is particularly true in small,
rural schools where leaders have even more direct supervision of the implementation of
the program (Preston & Barnes, 2017). Given Mr. Harrison’s strong leadership, passion
and vision for the SEL work, he is a dominant figure in the SEL programming and
because of this, we must also recognize that in a patriarchal society, a male leader brings
inherent bias to the work (Marshall et al., 2017; Satina et al., 1998; Skrla & Young,
2003). While Mr. Harrison espouses a wholly inclusive school culture and insists on
"measuring what they value," there is a lack of attention to the differentiated needs of all
marginalized students, including adolescent girls. The air of "one size fits all" is apparent
in the design and implementation of the SEL program. While this still meets the mission
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of educating the whole child, it does not explicitly address the myriad challenges of
growing up as a woman in America.
Further, teachers and staff's ability to the implement the SEL program was
significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021
school years. Data from a statewide survey in April 2020 revealed that students' social
emotional learning was one of the top priorities during the pandemic (Colorado Needs
Inventory, 2020). Yet, Red River Middle School did not continue the support when the
school shifted online. When the pandemic shut down the education system, forcing all
schools in Colorado to go online in March 2020, the SEL programming at Red River
Middle School effectively ceased. At perhaps the most critical time for students' social
emotional learning, the very support that the school espoused as essential to educating
and supporting the whole child was drastically altered, leaving girls yearning for
connection to their friends and school community. While the school attempted to provide
some supports through teacher office hours, a heartfelt message from the entire school
staff through a PowerPoint presentation sent to students, and weekly YouTube videos
from Mr. Harrison, there was a missed opportunity here for more diverse voices to be
heard in weekly messages that, given students’ connection to different teachers within the
school, could have been valuable. Because of this disruption, the girls reported a real
sense of loss related to the connection to peers and adults during the shift to remote
learning.
This interruption in instruction is counter to what research suggests is critical to
the successful implementation of SEL programs. Research has confirmed that schools
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must implement the program in a sequenced, active, focused, and explicit (SAFE) way
(Durlak et al., 2011; Jones & Kahn, 2017). The pandemic indeed interrupted the sequence
and focus of the SEL program. Still, beyond that, while the school culture at Red River
Middle School exudes the ideal that the whole child is nurtured, there is a lack of
consistency in implementing the program that could impact all students, not just girls.
The teacher survey and student focus group's findings revealed various levels of teacher
buy-in and student engagement in the SEL program, indicating a lack of sequenced,
active, focused, and explicit implementation of the program. Some newer teachers to the
school shared that they did not have any real training around implementing the SEL
program, lacked support in understanding if and how to differentiate for students within
the program, and generally lacked buy-in to the Second Step curriculum. Other, more
experienced teachers indicated confidence in implementing the SEL program and felt
supported in differentiating the program to meet all students' needs, including girls. The
trend in newer teachers not feeling prepared, supported in implementing, or meaningfully
bought into the SEL program is a significant finding, and research indicates that this may
impede the efficacy of the SEL program for all students, not only girls (Bridgeland et al.,
2012; Durlak et al., 2011; Greenberg et al., 2017; Jones & Kahn, 2017).
A critical pillar of the SEL program at Red River Middle School is the curriculum
used by teachers during Pirate Time. Mr. Harrison and his team of counselors selected the
Second Step curriculum to pilot a couple of years ago. The curriculum meets the CASEL
recommendations for effective SEL programs at the middle school level. It includes skill
development around the five critical components of SEL development outlined by
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CASEL (self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision making) (CASEL, 2020). Though the curriculum met these criteria
for effective SEL programming, teachers reported that the curriculum seemed "too
young" for students and after the pilot year, gave feedback that “nothing is perfect”. In
my review of the lessons included in the Second Step curriculum, I found many instances
of reinforcing gender norms, a lack of opportunities for real-life connection, and
conflicting messaging about advocating for oneself while "regulating emotions." These
findings led me to question the SEL program's ability to truly meet adolescent girls'
diverse needs and how school staff can be adequately prepared to differentiate the lessons
to make authentic and empathetic connections with female students.
Influence of Relationships
Despite the challenges of the SEL program implementation, the girls who
participated in the focus group repeatedly mentioned their connection to peers and adults
at school. Relationships, especially peer relationships, are critical for healthy social
emotional development for adolescent girls (Kutob et al., 2010; Pepler & Bierman, 2017;
Roeser et al., 2008; Tolman et al., 2006; Warren, 2016), so it's not a surprise that the girls
named the importance of friendships in their lives. Bronfenbrenner would further support
this notion given the dynamic nature of the Bioecological Model and the give and take, or
proximal processes, between the developing individual and her immediate surroundings
(in this case, her peers) which promote healthy growth and development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994).
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The school staff have created a school culture that insists on cultivating
relationships, and this ethos is highly supportive for adolescent girls. The opportunity to
authentically connect with their peers during Pirate Time and adventure learning
activities has provided a fertile ground for girls to develop meaningful and healthy
relationships with their peers and teachers. These opportunities for connection are
possibly the most critical aspect of the Pirate Time structure for adolescent girls.
Teachers can slow down, take a break from academics, and truly connect with their
students. And students likewise have the time and space to have fun and play together.
Of course, there are challenges to any of these relationships. Specifically, the girls
named conflicts with the boys in their classes and spoke to patriarchal beliefs and norms
that show up in their interactions. When the girls bring concerns to teachers or even when
female teachers are subject to the treatment themselves, they seem to largely downplay
or, even more damaging, excuse the boys' behavior. This reinforcement of gender norms
and displays of power is incredibly troublesome. It conveys the message to the girls that
this behavior is just "boys being boys" and therefore somehow acceptable. It represents a
real missed opportunity in supporting girls in developing healthy social emotional skills
and teaching them to interrupt deeply rooted patriarchal norms around male domination
and power. Attending to these dynamics would provide an opportunity to truly
differentiate the SEL program to meet adolescent girls’ needs.
Need for Differentiation
Over the years, the Red River Middle School community has created a robust
SEL program for the middle school that, while thoughtful and intentional, is truly a
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universal support for all students. It does not account for the diverse individual
experiences of girls or, in fact, any student who brings a diverse perspective. Despite a
call for more nuanced approaches to SEL that meet diverse learners' needs (Jagers et al.,
2018; Jagers et al., 2019), there is no evidence that this is being attended to in any
systematic way at Red River Middle School. Further, teachers report that they are not
well-equipped to differentiate the SEL program, especially newer teachers. While Mr.
Harrison has given teachers a great deal of autonomy in implementing the program,
without an espoused commitment to differentiating the program and proper training and
support, true differentiation cannot happen in any meaningful way. For the school to fully
meet adolescent girls' needs, teachers need to be both bought into the full scope of the
program and be trained to differentiate it based on their students' needs.
Silencing the Voice of Girls
Red River Middle School's mission speaks to empowering students, and the data
indicate that there is alignment to this mission within both the structure of the SEL
programming and within the Second Step curriculum. This message is particularly
powerful for adolescent girls who are often silenced like women in our patriarchal
society. On the other hand, the Second Step curriculum spends a great deal of time
teaching students to regular their emotions. While this is not inherently bad, and there is
some need to support students in developing healthy expression of emotions, that
message might inadvertently encourage adolescent girls to remain silent, not interrupt the
stasis. The messages of empowerment and emotional control seem to be in opposition to
each other which could create confusion and a lack of philosophical alignment in the
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belief that girls should speak up and advocate for themselves. Empowerment and
speaking out provide an opportunity to shift the social system (the school in this case) by
encouraging girls to connect to critical issues and have their voices heard. However, right
now, there are not authentic opportunities for girls to speak out and speak up. They are
afraid to share their thoughts with others, instead keeping their feelings hidden and under
control. This patriarchal norm of silence is not addressed in the SEL programming, and as
a result, the girls continue to battle their emotions and anxiety silently. Creating
opportunities where girls can authentically speak about issues that impact them could
begin to disrupt that culture.
Disrupting the Norm
For real disruption to happen in the system, the school leader, staff, and the
surrounding community need to believe that there is a need for the disruption. That
requires deep and challenging reflection at both an individual and collective level. It's
clear that the Mr. Harrison’s (and the community) ethos influences the design and
implementation of the SEL program by taking a one-size-fits-all approach and not
creating a radical or critical lens on how the program may or may not meet the needs of
young women. To truly differentiate the SEL programming to meet adolescent girls'
needs, the entire system, including the school leader, staff, and community, must believe
that there is an issue and that women are subject to marginalization and oppression. This
belief does not show up in any significant way within the system, and thus, there is no
real differentiation for adolescent girls. As a result of this, the girls in the school do not
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have any specific supports, especially amid the pandemic crisis, to support their unique
needs for growth and learning.
Implications
These findings have important implications in developing theory, in practice for
school leaders, and policymaking. Understanding the social system in which our
adolescent girls are being raised has brought to light many opportunities for creating
more supportive SEL programming for adolescent girls. It has also provided an
opportunity for school leaders and policymakers to think critically about radical changes
to the system that would interrupt long-held patriarchal beliefs. The use of Radical
Critical Feminist theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human
Development as a framework for this research has brought to light the need to look at
SEL programming and development for adolescent girls from a different lens which
could ultimately support a disruption in a long-standing patriarchal system, our schools.
Implications for Theory
When designing this research, I critically analyzed social emotional learning
through my theoretical framework, which was comprised of Critical Feminist Theory,
radical feminism, and Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human Development,
to push the field to critically examine the ways girls’ social emotional learning and
development are influenced by continued marginalization in a patriarchal society and to
call attention to the need to disrupt the system to create real and meaningful change. By
examining Red River Middle School’s social emotional learning program through the
lens of Radical Critical Feminism specifically, my research contributed to the dearth of
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research around girls' lived experience of a social emotional learning program. Notably,
the use of the Radical Critical Feminist framework uncovered insidious faults within the
system that, while seemingly supportive of social emotional development, could be
acting to silence and further marginalize adolescent girls. The Radical Critical Feminist
lens used in combination with Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory thus allowed me
to understand the ways that patriarchal norms and values within the society and the
reality of growing up in this time and place influences girls’ lived experiences and
development. This new perspective on SEL programming within middle schools adds to
the theoretical base for examining schools’ social emotional learning programs through
the lens of Radical Critical Feminism, raising issues unique to women to bring forth their
voices and make the personal political. My research should act as a catalyst for feminist
researchers to question patriarchy's role in schools and its impact on female students
through future educational research.
Implications for School Leadership
Research suggests that successful leadership in rural schools rely on two main
tenets: people centered leadership and the principal as a change agent (Preston & Barnes,
2017). In the design and implementation of a social emotional learning program, these
two qualities are critical. Red River Middle School is led by a clear vision and mission to
educate the whole child and provide opportunities for both academic and social emotional
growth. Because of his influence in the school and community, Mr. Harrison was
instrumental in creating this culture. Without his commitment to the work, there would be
no room for a conversation about differentiating SEL programming to meet adolescent
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girls' needs. Given this, rural school leaders must have a clear vision for creating a robust
SEL program within their school, focusing on cultivating relationships and creating a safe
community. This includes engaging community stakeholders, families and teachers in the
design of the program. It is critical to have buy-in from these groups to successfully serve
as a change agent within the community (Jagers et al., 2019; Preston & Barnes, 2017).
This can happen through community and parent forums or town halls to collect feedback
about the social emotional learning program or even through a community and family
survey which asks for suggestions for change or an indication of needs of their students.
Ultimately, involving a diverse set of stakeholders would support the design of an SEL
program that truly attends to students' diverse needs.
Of particular importance in attending to adolescent girls’ social emotional
development is Red River Middle School’s culture of creating human connections and
meaningful relationships. This is critical to creating a culture that is specifically
supportive of adolescent girls' development. Structures like dedicated time (Pirate Time)
and adventure learning seem to be particularly significant in developing these important
relationships. School leaders should consider creating similar designs within their daily
schedules to attend to both the academic and social emotional development of all
students, including adolescent girls. Additionally, careful consideration should be given
to selecting any curriculum and appropriate teacher preparation and training to implement
the SEL program.
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Implications for Policy
The critical need for funding and policy to support social emotional learning in
school is apparent in this research, and policymakers should pay close attention to these
needs. It has become clear, especially during the pandemic that students' need for social
emotional learning is critically important and will likely continue to be for many years.
As such, policymakers should continue to support legislation that prioritizes student
mental health and, importantly, support legislation that has a significant fiscal note
attached to it. Without funding, the critical supports needed to implement a robust SEL
program will not be possible. Additionally, my research highlighted the importance of
community involvement in rural schools to fully address students' needs. Policymakers
should consider policy that financially supports these school/community partnerships,
especially in rural schools that often lack these resources.
Recommendations
The findings presented above because of this research provided several important
recommendations for school leaders related to the design and implementation of social
emotional learning programs to meet adolescent girls' unique needs. Guided by the girls'
voices themselves, I propose the following recommendations.
Measure What You Value
My first recommendation is to measure what you value. In a system that largely
bases student success on academic outcomes, it is critical that rural school leaders
carefully consider what they measure within their schools and how they demonstrate the
value they place on what they measure. Rural school leaders are uniquely positioned to
affect real change within their communities and do that, school leaders should make clear
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statements about their vision for the school and elicit feedback from the community. To
truly create a school culture that supports the development of the whole child, school
leaders should collect data related to student's social emotional development, and
connection to the school community. This could include a student perception survey, like
the one used at Red River Middle School, but I also recommend that targeted data are
collected that elicit feedback about the effectiveness of the SEL program design from
students and families. Additionally, to center the experiences of adolescent girls and
honor their truth, school leaders should consider creating a data collection cycle that
measures adolescent girls' experiences in the school. For instance, schools could create a
data cycle to track student participation in the SEL programming, including adventure
learning and disaggregate the results by gender to identify trends in feelings of
connection and support.
Community, Teacher and Student Buy-In
To implement a meaningful and supportive social emotional learning program
differentiated for adolescent girls in rural middle schools, students, teachers, and the
community need to have collective buy-in (Preston & Barnes, 2017). Additionally, it is
critically important that teachers have appropriate training and preparation to implement
the SEL program.
Family and Community Buy-In. Family and community buy-in is critical to the
successful implementation of a social emotional learning program (Jagers et al., 2019).
Families must be able and willing to support their students in their out-of-school time to
carry forward the good work of the school. To do this, rural school leaders should
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consider periodic family and community town halls to share the work of the school and
elicit feedback from families through a yearly survey. These data could reveal important
trends in the ways that families and the community perceive the SEL work of the school
and how they feel their students or themselves could be more supported by the work.
Student Buy-In. The findings from this study indicate that there is low student
buy-in to the SEL curriculum, Second Step. I recommend that schools either develop a
student perception survey with a measure that asks for feedback specifically about the
curriculum used or add a measure to an existing student perception survey that asks
students for that feedback. This will not only allow school staff to understand the student
perspective on the curriculum, but it will further engage and honor student voices which
the school values.
Teacher Buy-In. Teacher buy-in is critical to any school-wide program's success,
especially a social emotional learning program (Bridgeland et al., 2012). To create more
teacher buy-in, I recommend that school leadership revise the year-long scope and
sequence for the social emotional learning program alongside teachers, actively engaging
them in feedback cycles about the program. This co-creation of content can support
teacher buy-in while allowing newer teachers to collaborate with more veteran teachers
and school counselors who can support their growth and learning. Further, school leaders
should identify SEL “champions” within the staff who can be vocal advocates for the
work (Meyers et al., 2014) and support staff who are struggling to connect to the vision
and mission of the SEL programming.
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An additional layer to teacher buy-in is understanding teacher beliefs about the
idea of schools being a system of oppression. Without this understanding, teachers (and
school leaders) will likely not be willing or able to make significant changes within the
system that support the critical shift needed. To meet this need, I recommend that school
staff (teachers, leaders, school counselors, and support staff) collectively participate in
professional development such as a book study that examines the role of oppression and
marginalization in schools (like Reading, Writing and Racism: Disrupting Whiteness in
Teacher Education and the Classroom by Dr. Bree Picower).
Teacher and Leader Preparation
Teacher Preparation. Beyond creating buy-in from teachers, teachers must be well
trained in both the social emotional learning program and in differentiating the program
to meet their students' needs. I recommend that school leaders spend time at the
beginning of the year reviewing the scope and sequence of the SEL program for the year
and then support teachers with observations, feedback and targeted coaching for growth
throughout the year in thinking through scenarios for differentiation that may arise.
Principal Preparation. School leaders also need to be prepared to be change agents
within their schools and communities. This is even more critical in rural spaces where
school leaders have a unique opportunity to move vision to action and create real change.
This can be accomplished with robust principal preparation that specifically focuses on
the unique nature of rural education and that pays attention to the ways in which school
leaders can engage teachers, the school board and the community in disrupting long held
beliefs and values that perpetuate hegemonic norms. Given this, my recommendation is
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that principal preparation programs think carefully about the unique challenges and
opportunities of leading in rural communities and create programs that specifically train
leaders to lead in that space.
Crisis Plan
The final recommendation from this research is to create a crisis plan for
supporting students' social emotional learning if there are further disruptions to
"traditional" schooling, such as another shift to remote learning. Much like a fire drill or
an active shooter drill, the school should create and document a plan to continue the SEL
program in a remote setting. While it seems that we are near the end of this pandemic,
there are no assurances that a comparable situation will not arise in the future. Being
prepared for that scenario will support all students, including adolescent girls.
First, I would recommend documenting the plan in writing as one would for any
other emergency plan. Within that plan, specific attention should be paid to supporting
student to student connection during a crisis. These peer connections could be something
like a small group gathering (virtually or in person) if it safe to do so or the facilitation of
virtual games and activities that encourage peer interaction. Second, I would recommend
making 1-1 teacher to student connections a requirement within the crisis plan. This
could be 1-1 office hours that are part of a student’s requirements for class, a call to
students periodically, or the opportunity to utilize breakout rooms for 1-1 discussions
during virtual learning. Finally, I recommend outlining within the plan a revised scope of
work for SEL programming, such as reducing the number of SEL lessons delivered or
modifying the duration of the lessons to fit more seamlessly into a virtual classroom
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space. Some purchased SEL curricula may even offer suggestions of how to do this (as
the Second Step Program has done) and school leaders should seek out those resources
when creating the modified plan.
Areas for Future Research
This research unearthed important topics in understanding girls’ lived experiences
of social emotional learning in one rural middle school and school leaders’ differentiation
of that program to meet girls’ needs. It also raised many more questions than it answered.
First, future research should examine the very definition of “girls” in the framing of the
work. Narrowly defining “girls” as a binary concept (as was the case in this research)
excludes important voices from the research. Future studies should consider a more
inclusive, non-binary definition gender which could lead to important understandings of
the way that students who identify as non-binary experience social emotional learning in
schools. Additionally, utilizing Radical Critical Feminist Theory in this research called
attention to the need to critically examine schools as a vehicle for marginalization and a
catalyst for change. Future research should consider using this framework to further
identify systemic structures that perpetuate adolescent girls' marginalization in our
society. Utilizing this framework in future educational research will require that
researchers continue to raise adolescent girls' voices in research and make their personal
stories political issues.
Second, further research into the impact of the pandemic and remote learning on
adolescent girls' social emotional learning could lead to important discoveries in
supporting girls as we transition to a digital age of schooling. This research shone a light
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on the importance of deep and meaningful relationships with peers and adults in the
healthy social emotional development of adolescent girls – how do you recreate that in a
virtual world?
Finally, this research was conducted in a rural area, utilizing a fully virtual
approach to research due to the pandemic and public health restrictions. Future
researchers should consider the impact of place on adolescent girls’ social emotional
development and engage with an urban or suburban middle school as a study site. And
given the uniqueness of having to conduct this research virtually, there is much to be
learned about how to successfully conduct research virtually with middle school aged
students.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this research was to understand the lived experiences of
adolescent girls in a social emotional learning program at a middle school and to
understand if and how the school leader differentiated the program to meet the girls'
unique needs. The findings from this study show that while there is a strong culture of
educating the whole child, empowerment, and creating connections and relationships in
the school community, there is a lack of attention given to adolescent girls' diverse needs
in the school. There were several missed opportunities for providing intentional and
focused support both in the SEL program structure and in the reality of this school year in
the pandemic. These missed opportunities are significant because they reveal the complex
nature of designing and implementing a social emotional learning program that goes
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beyond universal support for all students and specifically attends to all students' diverse
social emotional needs.
Further, my use of Radical Critical Feminist theory revealed significant blind
spots in the school staff and administration’s recognition of the seemingly innocuous
ways that the programming and teacher support continue to marginalize the adolescent
girls in the school. These findings are significant for the field and have important
implications for all school leaders. Understanding and deeply believing that schools are
part of a system of oppression is a critical first step to disrupting that system. Given this,
school leaders should carefully consider how their values show up in what they measure,
train their staff, and ensure that the social emotional learning program is implemented
with fidelity.
It was not a surprise that adolescent girls’ specific social emotional needs were
not fully addressed or even recognized at times by school leadership and staff. This
speaks to the continued reliance on patriarchal values in our society that continually
dismiss the very real needs of women. I hope that that this research contributes to the
collective movement to bring to light the stories of women, young and old, who continue
to fight for equal footing in our society. Schools can be the catalyst for systemic
disruption if there is first a reckoning with the reality that schools, even now, continue to
contribute to women's marginalization. This is no small feat. However, with the recent
election of our first female and racially diverse Vice President and the glass still
crunching beneath our feet from the shattering of glass ceilings, I have hope that this will
only be the beginning of the reckoning.
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Appendix A: Student Focus Group
Central Research Question: What are the lived experiences of adolescent girls in a
school-based social emotional learning program at a rural middle school?
Preamble
I’m Jessamyn today is March 3, 2021 and we are at speaking via Zoom. I’m interviewing
girls from Red River Middle School today. Thanks so much for agreeing to this focus
group! The reason why I asked you all to participate in this focus group is to hear about
your experiences as a student at Red River Middle School.
I am going to spend the next hour asking you some questions about your experience
being a student at Red River Middle School and we will also do some artwork together!
The permission form that you signed means that we can record our discussion so that I
can listen to it later and use it to write my dissertation. I will ask the questions and I’ll
also take notes of the conversation. No one but me and my chair, Dr. Lolita Tabron, will
hear the recording or read the transcript of this interview. However, I will share my
findings in the final chapters of my dissertation. I will not put your name in the report so
it’s OK for you to tell me what’s on your mind.

Opening Protocol:
1. (5 min) Start the group with introductions (name, grade, the last thing that made
them laugh).
2. (10 min) Identity Iceberg Activity. Ask students to take out paper, markers, etc.
Draw a picture of an iceberg. What’s on top is what most people see in terms of
who you are. What’s underneath the water is what people don’t see. Share an
example of my iceberg.
3. (45 min) Begin interview after students have completed their drawings.

Individual Characteristics (Intersectional Identities)
First…I’d like to hear about you… Can you pull out your iceberg so we can talk
about what you drew?
1. Tell me about your drawing. What did you draw? Why did you draw
that?
2. What do you think some of your best characteristics are?
3. What do you think your friends would say are your best characteristics?
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Listen for:
●
●
●
●
●

Smart
Strong
Kind
Brave
Good friend

School – General
Now I’d like to hear about your experience attending Red River Middle School.
4. What is your favorite part about school? Why?

Listen for:
●
●
●
●
●

Peer relationships
Adult relationships
Academics
Adventure Education/Learning
Social structures

5. What is your least favorite thing about school? Why?

Listen for:
●
●
●
●

Relationships
Academics
Oppression
Marginalization
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● Power Differential
● Social Structures

Social Emotional Needs of Adolescent Girls
Now I’d like to hear about you and how you feel supported in your growth and
learning.
6. Can you tell me about what it’s like and how it feels to be a girl growing
up in Red River and going to school here?

Listen for:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Marginalization
Friendship
Power differential
Patriarchy
Oppression
Social stratification
Family
Community


7. What do you think you need most, in terms of support from your
teachers and friends? Do you have opportunities to talk about what your
needs are? How are those needs addressed or talked about?

Listen for:
● Connection
● Trust
● Respect
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●
●
●
●

Relationships
Safe space
Oppression
Social stratification

Pirate Time (SEL/Advisory Block)
Now I’d like to hear about Pirate Time.
8. Tell me about Pirate Time. What do you do? Do you enjoy it?

Listen for:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Empowerment
Connection
Trust
Respect
Relationships
Safe space
Self-Awareness
Social Awareness
Self-Management
Responsible decision making

9. What kinds of opportunities do you have to talk with the other girls in
your class about things you are experiencing? Can you tell me about
specific activities or structures that might allow for that kind of time and
conversation?

Listen for:
● Differentiation
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● Paying attention to unique needs of girls

Wrap Up
Now I’d like to wrap up our time together by making sure that I didn’t miss
anything.
At the beginning of the interview I asked what you about ____. Some of the things
I heard include……
And I asked you about ____. Some of the things I heard include……..
Has our discussion brought up any other issues about _______ that you’d like to
bring up?

You may be wondering about what I’ll do with all the information you’ve shared
today. Well, I’ll be transcribing this interview in the next few days. Out of all the
things we've talked about today -- of maybe some topics we've missed -- what should
I pay most attention to? What should I think about when I read your interview?
You can contact me via e-mail or phone if you think of anything else that you’d like
to tell me about what we’ve talked about today.

Thank you so much for helping me with my research!
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Appendix B: Staff Survey Questions
Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. In this survey, I will ask you
questions about your role at the school and your role in implementing the social
emotional learning program. At the end of the survey, you will have an opportunity to
opt-in to a follow up conversation related to your responses if needed. This is not
required if you wish to remain anonymous.

Question
Gender Identity

Type of Question
Open-ended (short-answer)

Notes
Demographic
Information
Allows respondents to
choose their own label
rather than presuming
that I know what those
identities are.

Ethnicity
What is your role at the
school?

Open-ended (short-answer)

Demographic
Information

Multiple choice (teacher,
school counselor, other)

Role at the School
Diversity of roles at
the school including
teachers, counselors,
and leaders

What subject do you teach?

Open-ended (short-answer)

Role at the School
Want a diversity of
grades and subjects
taught.
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How long have you worked at Multiple choice (less than 1
Tenure at the School
the school?
year, 1-3 years, 4-10 years, 10
+ years)
I’d like to adjust this
after the initial school
leader interview if
there is information
about the timeline of
SEL implementation

Please describe your role in
Open-ended
implementing the social
emotional learning program at
the school?

Teacher buy-in
Implementation
practices

How prepared do you feel to
implement SEL in your
classroom/context?

Open-ended

Teacher efficacy in
implementation

Please describe how the
implementation of SEL in
your classroom supports the
learning and growth of your
students.

Open-ended

Perceived efficacy of
SEL program
Teacher efficacy in
implementation

What would you identify as
Open-ended
the most significant social
emotional need for adolescent
girls in your care?

Differentiation of SEL
to meet the needs of
adolescent girls

How do you address those
needs?
Do you feel supported in
differentiating the SEL
curriculum to meet the needs
of your students? If so, can
you please describe how you
differentiate the SEL
curriculum to meet the needs
of your students? If not,
please describe why not.

Open-ended

Differentiation of SEL
to meet the needs of
students
Teacher efficacy in
implementing
program
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What structures are in place
to cultivate student to student
and adult to student
relationships in your
classroom/context?

Describe your own growth
and learning as it relates to
social emotional learning. Do
you have the opportunity to
grow and reflect on your own
social emotional health and
well-being?

Open-ended

Open-ended

Developing peer and
adult relationships

Teacher social
emotional wellness

Is there anything else I should Open-ended
know about the social
emotional learning work at
the school?

Lift up anything that I
may have missed in
the questions.

Are you open to a follow up
conversation related to your
responses, if needed?

Multiple Choice (yes, no)

In case I need to
clarify anything on the
survey.

If yes, please provide your
email address here.

Open-ended
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Appendix C: Three-Part School Leader Interview
Interview protocol #1 (School Leader)
Opening Protocol
1. Give the participant a copy of the Consent Form for them to fill out while getting
set up.
2. Give the participant an unsigned version of the Consent Form to keep.
3. Read Preamble.
Preamble
I’m Jessamyn. Today is February 9, 2021 and we are speaking via Zoom today. I’m
interviewing Mr. Harrison today. Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview! The
reason why I asked you to participate in this interview is to hear about your experiences as
leader of social emotional learning at Red River Middle School.
I am going to spend the next 45 minutes or so asking you some questions about your
experience being a school leader at Red River Middle School and the implementation of
your social emotional learning program. The consent form that you signed means that we
can record our discussion so that I can listen to it later and use it to write my
dissertation. I will ask the questions and I’ll also take notes of the conversation. No one
but me and my chair, Dr. Lolita Tabron, will hear the tape or read the transcript of this
interview. However, I will share my findings in the final chapters of my dissertation, I
will not put your name in the report so it’s OK for you to tell me what’s on your mind.
Any questions? Great! Let’s get on with the interview.
PROMPTING STEMS:
Could you expand or tell me more about _______.
RESEARCH QUESTION: The central research question for this study is how does school
leadership in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation of
social emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women?

Warm Up
Build rapport and understanding of SEL at Red River Middle School.
Tell me about the evolution of the school’s social emotional learning program?
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Listen for:
● Philosophical values
● District initiative/involvement
● Responsive to needs
● Leader’s role/passion for SEL

NOTES:

Operational Structures
Now I’d like to hear about the operational structure of the social emotional
learning program.
Can you tell me about how you have thought about the design and
implementation of the program?
How and why did you choose the Second Step program?
How do the Second Step program, Developmental Relationships Framework and
adventure learning interact? What’s your vision?
Who is involved in the planning and implementation?
How do you monitor implementation?
Do staff have autonomy to design and implement lessons?

Listen for:
● Staff buy-in
● Systemic implementation
● Monitoring for quality

NOTES:
Differentiation of SEL Programming
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Now I’d like to hear about how you think about meeting the needs of diverse groups
of students in your school.
Do you feel that the SEL programming is meeting the needs of all students in your
school?
If so, how do you do know that?
If not, what are some areas from growth and reflection?
Listen for:
● Differentiation
● Unique needs
● Diverse experiences
NOTES:

Now I’d like to wrap up the interview by making sure I didn’t miss anything.

At the beginning of the interview I asked what you about xxxxx. Some of the things I
heard include……
And I asked you about XXX. Some of the things I heard include……..
Has our discussion brought up any other issues about _______ that you’d like to bring
up?
You may be wondering about what I’ll do with all the information you’ve shared
today. Well, I’ll be transcribing this interview in the next few days. Out of all the
things we've talked about today -- of maybe some topics we've missed -- what should I
pay most attention to? What should I think about when I read your interview?
Would you be interested in receiving a copy of the transcript?
You can contact me via e-mail or phone if you think of anything else that you’d like to
tell me about what we’ve talked about today.
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Interview protocol #2/3 (School Leader)
Opening Protocol
1. Give the participant a copy of the Consent Form for them to fill out while getting
set up.
2. Give the participant an unsigned version of the Consent Form to keep.
3. Read Preamble.
Preamble
I’m Jessamyn. Today is February 23, 2021 and we are speaking via Zoom today. I’m
interviewing Mr. Harrison today. Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview! The
reason why I asked you to participate in this interview is to hear about your experiences as
leader of social emotional learning at Red River Middle School.
I am going to spend the next 30 minutes or so asking you some questions about your
experience being a school leader at Red River Middle School and the implementation of
your social emotional learning program. The consent form that you signed means that we
can record our discussion so that I can listen to it later and use it to write my
dissertation. I will ask the questions and I’ll also take notes of the conversation. No one
but me and my chair, Dr. Lolita Tabron, will hear the tape or read the transcript of this
interview. However, I will share my findings in the final chapters of my dissertation, I
will not put your name in the report so it’s OK for you to tell me what’s on your mind.
Any questions? Great! Let’s get on with the interview.
PROMPTING STEMS:
Could you expand or tell me more about _______.
RESEARCH QUESTION: The central research question for this study is how does school
leadership in one rural middle school differentiate the design and implementation of
social emotional learning based on the unique needs of young women?

Community Buy-In/Involvement
You mentioned our last interview that you have recognized, either from data or
observation that there have been times that some members of the community (like Native
students) have not been equally engaged in the school’s community. You worked to
remedy that through purposeful inclusion. I’m now wondering what the general level of
participation is in the whole scope of work around SEL.
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For instance, do all students equally engage in Pirate Time? Do teachers have
challenges with student engagement? Are there differences in the way that girls
and boys engage?
Do students and families equally participate in the adventure learning activities?
If not, what trends do you see?

Listen for:
 Marginalization
 Unequal participation
 Community buy-in

NOTES:

Social Justice Issues
In our last conversation, you mentioned that advisory time allows you to hold
space for issues that arise like vaping. I’m wondering how you plan for and address
larger social issues like our first female VP or pervasive social media messaging
around gender norms?
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Listen for:
 Attention to larger social issues
 Differentiation for women’s issues

NOTES

Continuous Improvement
When we spoke last week to do some planning, you mentioned that my research
was already making you think differently about the supports you are providing for the
girls in your school. Can you talk a little bit about that?
As a result of our numerous conversations, are you thinking about anything
differently now?
What is it making you think about?
Listen for:
 Creating space for girls to talk about issues specific to them
 Differentiation
 Acknowledgement of unique challenges

NOTES:
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Now I’d like to wrap up the interview by making sure I didn’t miss anything.

At the beginning of the interview I asked what you about xxxxx. Some of the things
I heard include……
And I asked you about XXX. Some of the things I heard include……..
Has our discussion brought up any other issues about _______ that you’d like to
bring up?
You may be wondering about what I’ll do with all the information you’ve shared
today. Well, I’ll be transcribing this interview in the next few days. Out of all the
things we've talked about today -- of maybe some topics we've missed -- what should I
pay most attention to? What should I think about when I read your interview?
Would you be interested in receiving a copy of the transcript?
You can contact me via e-mail or phone if you think of anything else that you’d
like to tell me about what we’ve talked about today.
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